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	1. Chapter 1

Alright - so I wrote a one-shot modern au and I ended up really enjoy it and liking it, so I wanted to expand on it. This is my first modern au of anything so…don't judge be too harshly lol - enjoy!

Chapter 1: Striking Out

Hiccup still wasn't used to the motion of the city. The street outside his cramped apartment was a constant roar. The first couple nights he had laid awake on his air mattress staring at the ceiling which often vibrated as a resulted of his upstairs neighbors blaring metal. And tonight wasn't any different. He pulled his pillow over his face as a police siren went by.

A week in the city and already that little voice in the back of his head kept saying it was a mistake. He'd struck out of his small town life to get away, not just the town, but also his overbearing parents. He'd gotten a pitiful job with a welding company. He worked long hours in a tiny and miserable shop that smelled like cigarettes, sweat, and piss. He made just enough to pay for his tiny apartment and the occasional fast food taco.

He couldn't call home for money. He'd been a failure at everything else in life and crawling back home would only prove to his father that he'd messed up again. He had told him that moving out without a plan was a mistake and Hiccup didn't want to see his disappointed face again.

Hiccup woke up with a start. Bright sunlight was blaring through the window. The ceiling was thumping and the overhead light was shaking. Hiccup pushed himself off the bed and through a cold shower. The hot water worked some of the time, but not all the time.

Today was Wednesday, which meant he didn't have to work. But he couldn't stay in this place all day. His head was already throbbing. He gathered a few books and his current sketch book and left the apartment. He gave the door an extra tug to make sure it latched.

He didn't have anywhere in particular he wanted to go. He walked until his headache subsided. He'd turned onto the campus of the university. Students were flocking this way and that. Dressed in a hoodie and jeans with an old backpack slung over his shoulder, no on paid him much him, like usual, he didn't stand out in the least.

The massive university library stood out with its ancient castle like structure. He went inside and a bit irked that the castle-like atmosphere did not continue. But it was peaceful and quiet. The floor he'd entered into was set up like a lounge with chairs and small sofas arranged study-group style. Students were scattered, studying or snoozing, and one guy sat with his eyes closed, tapping his finger in the air, his big headphones leaking out a mumbled beat.

Hiccup choose a table stashed between two bestseller bookshelves. He sat down and relished the silence. He retrieved a book from his bag and leaned back in the squishy chair. The next two hours flew by as he read and he was only interrupted by this thirst. He had heard the tell-tale clatter of a soda machine not too far away.

He replaced the book in his bag and slung it back over his shoulder and went to find it. It didn't take long. The glowing machine was on the other side of the wide staircase. It was next to a candy and chip filled vender and a gas station coffee spitter. Hiccup retrieve one of the dollar bills from his wallet and smoothed it out on the corner of the machine. He fed it to the coffee machine but it rumbled and spit it back out. He tried again, and again, and for the fun of it, a third time. But every time the machine returned his money with an angry mechanical whine.

"Damn it." Hiccup mumbled. He snatched the dollar back and crunched it in his fist.

He heard a small mumbled from behind him and he turned to see a blonde girl watching him. Her shoulders were supporting a backpack and her shirt was sporting the school's track team's logo. Her hair was tied back in a loose braid that left fair strands dangling about her heart shaped face. She was beautiful, without a doubt, and it was making him horrible nervous.

"I've got it." She said, handing him a smooth bill, holding it out between her delicate fingers.

"Oh, um…thank you." Hiccup said, unable to look her in the eye. Her blue eyes were crisp and intelligent and they were making his heart race. He handed her the crumpled bill in exchange but she shook her head.

"No, it's okay." She said.

Hiccup stood there, the crisp bill in his hand, with this beautiful creature still watching him. He gulped and turned back to the coffee machine which then took the bill with no hesitation. The little light came on with a beep and the machine was ready to fill his order. He paused over the buttons.

"The mocha is good but it's a little bitter," said the blonde girl. She had gotten closer and stood looking over his shoulder. Her skin was radiant, smooth, and flawless. But she was looking at the machine, defiantly not at him. Girls like _her _didn't look at guys like _him_. "The white chocolate is sweet, the caramel is kind of _bleh_, but the plain coffee is a safe bet."

"Oh, thanks." Hiccup said. He swallowed.

She smelt like expensive shampoo. She was so far out of his league that even the daydream was preposterous. He pushed the button for plain coffee.

_ Plain coffee? That's what you're going with? _He inwardly cursed himself.

The machine dropped down a cup and steaming coffee started to drip into it.

"I'm Astrid, by the way." she said with a friendly smile that left him feeling like he'd run into a wall. "I haven't seen you around here. New student?"

"Uh…not really." Hiccup shrugged. He probably wasn't supposed to be in here if he wasn't a student. The machine beeped that his coffee was finished. He picked it up and brought it his nose. It smelled strong.

Astrid fed the machine another smooth bill and punch the mocha button. In an instant the machine was dribbling.

"So do you have a name?" Astrid asked.

_Idiot! _Hiccup cursed himself again. He hadn't even returned her introduction. "Hiccup."

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked with a raised brow.

"It's a, uh, nickname. It's a long story, but it's just stuck." Hiccup shrugged.

He waited for her reaction but he was surprised when she smiled. She picked up her finished coffee and inhaled the steam.

"Well, alright, I've heard weirder." Astrid shrugged. She sipped her mocha. "I'll see you around?"

"Uh, sure." Hiccup said.

Astrid walked away and Hiccup felt the racing in his chest subside just a little.

XXXXXXXXXXXX

Alright - first chapter of my first attempt - it went…well, I think. Did it? I don't know, I'm bias when it comes to my own writing. Review and tell me what you think!


	2. Chapter 2

Thanks for the support! It was one of those rough weeks for me and coming back here and seeing positive reviews absolutely made my day J so thank you guys so much! Here's the next:

Chapter 2: You Draw?

Thursday was the usual drag it had become. Seven to Seven at the shop and Hiccup was exhausted, no, he was beyond exhaustion. In the morning he wouldn't remembering climbing the stairs or opening his front door. Once inside his jittering apartment he crashed onto the air mattress and was out before he landed.

Friday morning brought a new sign of hope, or to Hiccup, a sound of hope. The upstairs apartment was silent for the first time since he'd moved in. He lay there, still in his work clothes, listening to the absence of the throbbing bass. Rolling over and off the bed, a horrible sting punched him in the neck. Thinking he'd slept on it wrong, he had before, he rubbed it as he made his short way to the shower.

Hiccup worked twelve hour shifts on Tuesday and Thursday and often put in as many extra hours as he could. It meant more misery but it also meant more money. And he could also use more of that. But he dreaded going to work.

With the lukewarm water running rivets down his face he thought back to that girl at the library. That lovely face and yellow hair had stung his dreams, too, with flashes here and there, like his own subconscious was mocking him. He rubbed his face and groaned into his hands.

She had probably been a cheerleader in high school. One of _those _girls, who dated team leaders with trophies and jerseys and cars without rust spots, who went out on the weekend and made friends without even trying. Yeah, he didn't have to hear anyone confirm it. She had been one of those girls, the flawlessly pretty and born for greatness, made for cameras and a husband with a triple digit income.

"I'm dreading the day he drags a girl home." He'd overheard his father say one night. He'd been whispering to an old family friend they'd always called Gobber. Hiccup didn't know what his real name was. It didn't matter.

"Why? You'd rather him move to California and never come home at all?" Gobber had joked. His brother had done that, he thought.

"No, but I've seen the types of girls he meets. They're…weird." Stoick, his father had whispered even lower, as if he had known that Hiccup had been listening in, and didn't want him to hear that part. Like it had made it any better.

"_Oh_, you brought home a different woman every weekend since puberty and look how that turned out." Gobber pointed out.

Stoick didn't like to be reminded of his marriage. Hiccup had asked him once. All he knew about his mother was that she had left when he was a baby and lived somewhere up north. Stoick wouldn't tell him exactly where but Hiccup could tell that he knew.

His father had mumbled something, and Gobber snapped back, "I'm just saying you can never tell how things will end up."

Hiccup tried to erase this from his mind by scrubbing his scalp with his nails. If only there was a way he could extract it altogether. And then he wouldn't have to be reminded how his father thought about him.

With the ceiling calm the apartment was almost livable. He sat in his empty living room, which also served as a dining room, kitchen, and guest room, and pulled the sketch book from his bag. Flipping to a new page he let his mind wander while his hands drew subconsciously.

That's what he thought happened, anyway. Sometimes, when he was lost in thought, he would come back and find drawings that he didn't remembering drawing. He would start thinking about something, and that lead to another, and the next thing he knew there was another set of mysterious doodles looking back at him and aches in his fingers.

He let the pencil move freely as he thought about his father, the disappointment, his mother's absence, the perfect people with their lives all in order, the girl from the coffee machine. Hiccup coughed and it brought him back to the real world. When he looked down he saw the very face he'd been thinking about. _Hers_.

There was no denying it. It was her heart shaped face smiling at him, her perfect teeth, smooth skin, intelligent eyes, and loose braid draped over her shoulder, strands falling around her face. But there wasn't just one. There were several of her, smiling, speaking, standing still. And in each one she looked perfect. She didn't have a bad angle.

Hiccup spent the day in the apartment, lounging in his boxes with his ancient computer and sketchbook, and he enjoyed it. But it all came to an abrupt halt when the apartment above slammed into motion as if someone had had the noise paused. Groaning, he knew his peace was gone.

The night came and Saturday morning crept up slowly but the vibrating ceiling hadn't stopped.

_ How the hell could someone sleep through that?_ Hiccup sure as hell couldn't.

He could have stayed home that day too but he didn't. He didn't want to. His head had enjoyed the sound vacation and wasn't eager to return. He left the apartment in a huff with only his sketchbook and set his destination as the university library. He didn't know why, maybe it was because it was a place he had been before, or maybe it was because of _her_. Hiccup tried not to think about it too hard. His brain couldn't take it at the moment.

But the library, which was a little busier on Saturday than it had been on Wednesday, had a peace that he wouldn't turn down. Maybe he'd just move in here. Sleep in a broom closet and wash in the bathroom.

He settled into the same chair from his previous visit and laid the sketchbook on his lap. His mind drifted to the noisy apartment, and what type of people they must be, what drugs they had to be doing, and the horrible people they surely were, when a sudden voice brought him out of it.

"That's really good."

The first thing he saw was the scene he'd been drawing. It was the vending machines. The pencil had paused on the curvature of a familiar heart shaped face and Hiccup inhaled a little too sharply. He looked up for the course of the disturbance and caught his breath as it tried to escape.

Astrid was sitting adjacent from him on the little sofa with her chin in her hands. She was looking at the drawn with those wide eyes.

"Oh…uh, thanks." Hiccup said. He felt his face get red. In his typical panic he shut the sketchbook. Lucky it had just been and outline of her, not a noticeable drawing of her.

"Do you know Heather?" Astrid asked. She rested her elbows on her knees.

"Who?" Hiccup asked.

"Heather. Oh, I don't know her last name. Dark hair, green eyes, tall." Astrid said.

"No." Hiccup shook his head.

"Are you in the art department?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup shook his head.

"Oh, sorry. I just assumed. She's an art major and I thought that maybe you guys had meet. Never mind, then." Astrid shrugged. "So if you aren't an art major what are you?"

"Oh," Hiccup stumbled over his words. _What to say?_

"It's cool, I won't make fun of you if you're a philosophy major." Astrid smiled.

God, her smile was beautiful. What had be been thinking?

"I-I don't have one." Hiccup said.

"Undeclared?"

"No, I don't go to school." Hiccup said it quickly.

"Oh!" Astrid said like made all the sense in the world. "That's okay."

"So…what's your major?" Hiccup asked. He wished that she would stop looking at him. His heart was beating all around in his chest. But he didn't want the conversation to end.

"I'm an English major." she shrugged.

"You want to teach?" Hiccup asked.

"No, but my parents said that if I wanted their financial help that I had to go straight into college after high school. I didn't know what I wanted to do so I picked English. _Supposedly_, it's evenly marketable." Astrid sighed. She looked around. For a moment Hiccup saw what he would label as discomfort on her face. She quickly pushed it aside with another question about him. "So, where are you from?"

"You've probably never heard of it." Hiccup shrugged.

"Try me." Astrid said.

"Berk."

"And that's…where?"

"It's a tiny little town in Maine. About a hundred people, tops." Hiccup shrugged.

"Berk," Astrid said it like she was memorizing the sound it make. Then her face exploded, "Berk! I knew it sounded familiar! My uncle lives there, Finn Hofferson."

"Really?" Hiccup said.

"I've never been there but he and my parents send Christmas cars every year." Astrid shrugged.

For the next two hours and a half they talked. They sat in the library and just talked. Hiccup had forgotten what it was like to have a normal conversation without the other person glaring down at him or sending him judgmental comments about something he'd done or said or hadn't done. Many of those talks, mostly with his father, had left him feeling run over. But talking with Astrid was different. It was like she was genuinely interested in what he was saying.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He slid his hand into his pocket and groaned at the number.

"I've got to take this." Hiccup said and quickly excused himself.

It was a short conversation. Jerry had called in and Hiccup had overtime. He turned back to say goodbye to Astrid but she was talking to someone else. He was tall, handsome, and wearing a shirt a size to small to make sure everyone noticed his muscular arms. Typical.

He was leaning on the back of the sofa while Astrid turned in her seat to look at him. He laughed avidly, a little too much so, at something she had said. Hiccup felt that pressure in his chest pop and deflate. He shouldn't even waste his time. He left them to their talking and heading back to his dumpy apartment.

XXXX

Astrid nodded when Hiccup left to answer his phone. He watched him walk away, a slight hitch in his step, admiring his narrow waist. She didn't have long to look. A familiar hand brushed against her shoulder. She turned to see Eret coming in to lean on the back of the couch.

"Studying hard? Are we?" Eret grinned, motioning his eyes toward Hiccup, that obnoxious mischief on his face.

"Shut up," Astrid shook her head. "I'm making friends, the normal way. You should try it sometime."

"What? And forgo my amazing charm for friendly conversation? Really, I don't care about other people's shitty lives and stupid problems. I like the people who are fun, and not complicated." Eret motioned with a finger to the group of girls sitting around a laptop, all in the sorority girl uniform of black yoga pants and Columbia jackets.

"Oh, right, you like the quick and sleazy ones." Astrid shook her head in mock disappointment.

Eret laughed. "What's wrong with that? I've got my type and I'm sticking to it."

"Right, I'm sure they are all very nice." Astrid laughed. Then she squinted. "I thought you had class on Fridays?"

"I do." Eret nodded. "But I was just feeling so horrible this morning, I didn't want to go and spread my sick germs to the other kids. That's just unfair."

Astrid shook her head. He wasn't going to make it to graduation. He grinned and waved a quick goodbye. Astrid turned back to Hiccup, opening her mouth to say something, but forgot it as soon as she saw the empty chair. She peered around to where he'd vanished to. He wasn't anywhere in sight.

Astrid sighed. Glancing back at the chair he'd occupied she saw the sketchbook that he'd shut so quickly. Looking around for him one last time, she picked up the book and tucked it into her bag. Maybe she'd see him again.

xxxxxxxx 

LOL I honesty don't know what Astrid would have majored in, probably not English, because she's more logic and hands-on. But I have a plan for this, don't worry!


	3. Chapter 3

This chapter really flowed - thanks for the reviews! Enjoy!

Chapter 3: Girl Talk

_If the creature is the failed Adam, what does that make Victor?_

What the fuck did that even mean? Astrid's head was always reeling after those stupid literature classes. What was she even supposed to be learning? If felt less like class and more like book club.

Back at her apartment after an exhausting class discussion about Frankenstein, Astrid was ready for a hot bath. She dropped her backpack to the floor beside the counter. With a groan she took out her used copy of the cursed book, and flopped it onto the counter. Her professor kept reminding them how important it was to get an early start on their final paper.

Astrid her notebook and tossed it on top of the book. Her hand had grazed an unfamiliar texture and she looked back down to find the leather bound sketchbook. Her mood inexplicably lightened. She set it beside the notebook and novel. She'd look at it later, after she'd found a paper topic.

She arranged the novel, a highlighter, an ink pen, and her open notebook on the countertop. Focus. She needed to focus. But it was proving difficult. She distracted herself with making hot tea and changing into sweats as the water boiled. With the steaming cup steeping and her lower half free from skinny jeans, she committed herself to a topic. But try as she might, her eyes kept shifting to the sketchbook, and she would wench them back to the blanket paper.

She tapped the pen furiously. It left a series of black dots behind. She fingered through the book, spying lines that she had underlined and pages she'd dog eared, at the professor's interest in something or other.

_Religion_

Astrid stared down at the word. No, that would be a stuffy and boring paper. She crossed it out with heavy strokes.

_Society _

What about it? It was board. How society treated the creature versus Frankenstein? Maybe. She left it in the list.

Feminism?

Strong women were absent from the story, Astrid had noticed, and she could go on about men controlling the world. Yeah, that topic could work. She crossed out the other and circled feminism with the same heavy stroke.

There. Topic decided. She'd figure out the details later.

Astrid groaned and pushed the notebook away. She grasped the sketchbook in both hands and pulled it over to her. She flipped the front cover open carefully, like an ancient book, as if it could fall apart into dust at the slightest provocation. The drawings inside were amazing. Some were simple doodles while others had amazing detail. There were buildings, animals, and all sorts of things. She became so engrossed in the pictures, flipping pages slowly, admiring each in turn, and not wanting to miss anything.

When she came to the last page her hand frozen. It took a moment for her brain to register the images. The page was covered in sketches of _her_. Flabbergasted, Astrid turned the page quickly, to find the one she'd caught him drawing in the library. It was the vending machine. Was that unfinished bit on the side supposed to be her, too? That idea put a rock in her chest. She let the page fall back down so she could stare down at her own face. It…felt invading…like he'd stared at her without her knowing, like he'd taken her picture from behind the bushes. But at the same time it was…oddly flattering.

Her phone chirped. She closed the book and set it on the counter. The blue screen was lit up with a new message, from Heather.

_Hey, still up for 2nite?_

_ Sure. Class was a drag and I'm out of it, tho lol_

_ Cool, im in pjs lol - movie?_

_ Sure_

Astrid cleaned up her apartment. She had a bad habit of leaving her clothes about. By the time her clothes were in the hamper and the dishes were drying on a towel beside the sink, someone was knocking on the door. Astrid welcomed her inside and was relieved to know that Heather hadn't been lying about her pajamas. She was dressed in red flannel pants and a t-shirt under her hipster jacket.

Heather moaned and she kicked off her shoes. "Today had been something else. I'm super glad you didn't want to go out. I really didn't feel like it."

"So if I did want to go get smashed you'd have stayed at home?" Astrid asked.

"No, I would have gone." Heather nodded. "I would have held your hair while you puked."

They laughed. Astrid was glad she'd met Heather so early on in school. They'd had a couple classes together and they hit it off. They'd managed to get several general studies together. She was friendly and even though they hadn't known each other long she felt like an old friend.

"Painting today?" Astrid asked. She gestured to Heather's paint stained arms.

"Yeah," Heather laughed. "You know what they say, 'The life of an artist is full of paint stains and sorrow'."

"Thirsty?" Astrid asked.

"Water's fine." Heather dropped her bag by Astrid's and pulled out two movies. She held them up like playing cards, "What do you feel like? Comedy? Horror? I found this one in my closet the other day. It was one of those odd stocking stuffers from Grandma. I've never seen it."

"Sounds good." Astrid said. She got Heather's water and set it on the table beside her couch.

"You okay?" Heather asked as she turned on the television and knelt down to pop the disc into the machine.

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. It sounded like a lie, even to her, and by the look on Heather's face she knew it too.

"Are you sure?" Heather asked again, tilting her head down.

Astrid sighed. Maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea to get another girl's point of view on all this. She grabbed the sketchbook and held it against her chest as she walked toward the couch.

"Oh, you started drawing?" Heather asked. "It's okay if they're not very good. I typically hate all of my firsts."

"No, not me." Astrid said as she sat down. Well, she more _plopped _than sat.

"Hm?" Heather asked, feminine interest spiked. She crawled to the couch and sat down beside her. The movie started by Heather turned down the volume to listen.

Astrid started to tell her about the boy she'd ran into at the vending machines in the library. She told him about seeing him there after that, talking to him, and when she came to the part where he left his sketchbook she was breathless.

"And…you want to give it back to him?" Heather asked. "An excuse to talk to him again?"

"That was my idea." Astrid sighed. She looked down at the sketchbook she was holding so tight.

"Was?" Heather asked as Astrid flipped through the pages.

She found the page littered with her face and shoved it onto Heather's lap. Astrid watched as Heather scanned the page, her green eyes running along the fine lines, with that softened expression she wore when she looked at artwork.

"These are really good." Heather said, quietly, after a moment.

"What does it mean?" Astrid asked the question that she really wanted answered.

Heather smiled, "He likes you."

Astrid swallowed hard. Why did those words bother her like they did? They poked that unsettled lump in her chest, that same damn feeling that Hiccup somehow provoked.

"Don't be so nervous about it. I think it's sweet." Heather said. Her delicate fingers lingered on the page. She turned it to review his other works. "Is he a creeper?"

"Not really." Astrid shook her head. "He's kind of a nerd."

"Hm." Heather said as she scanned his drawings.

"Not like…more dork than nerd. You know?" Astrid asked.

"Yeah, kind of." Heather nodded. She closed to book, "So what are you going to say to him?"

"What do you mean?" Astrid asked.

"When you give him his book back. I mean, he's going to know that you looked at it." Heather said, giving it back to her.

Astrid got up to replace the sketchbook in her backpack. She hadn't thought about that. What _would _she say? She came back to the couch with a shrug. "I'm sure I'll think of something by then."

Heather grinned and restarted the movie.

Xxx

Hiccup could hear the music on the sidewalk. With each stair it grew louder until it sounded like he was living in a night club's broom closet. He slammed his door, hoping that maybe they'd get the message, though probably not, and he stripped on his way to the shower. The water was cold again, even with the dial as far toward the red H as it would go.

He wrapped a towel around his waist and didn't bother drying off completely. He's air dry soon enough. He came back out and fell onto the air mattress. He bounced back a little and laid there until he felt still. Without realizing it, he fell asleep.

Saturday started with a terrible bang. At first Hiccup was sure that someone had been shot right outside his door, and he scrambled out of bed to find something to defend himself, when he realized that it was just the noise from upstairs. The new song had a gunshot like beat that looped around every few seconds. He shouted and punched the air.

Knowing that there was no way he'd be going back to sleep, he found clean boxes in the basket of clothes that he'd washed and left, and retreated to the living room. With dry toast in his stomach and water to chase it with, he turned on his computer, and went hunting for his sketchbook while it booted up. It usually took at least six or seven minutes. But by the time the screen was on and alive Hiccup was still looking. He'd turned his apartment upside down.

"What the fuck?" Hiccup murmured. He thought back, he'd had it last…he groaned audibly. He'd had it at the library. He'd gotten that call and just walked out. It was in the chair. Hiccup kicked the wall and felt the sting run through his foot.

Xxxx

I know that the love triangle between Hiccup/Astrid/Heather is a popular thing, as much as I love it, I think that the friendship between Astrid and Heather is really underplayed and underused.


	4. Chapter 4

Thanks for the positive feedback - I really do appreciate it!

Chapter 4: Shooting blind

Hiccup was standing outside the university library when it opened Sunday afternoon. He nodded to the student workers who didn't give him, or the five other lazily dressed persons, a second glance. He meandered inside with the rest of them, not trying to look too suspicious, back to the chair he'd sat in.

But the book was gone. He stood there for moment with a hand in his hair. Maybe someone had found it and turned it in? Seriously, what value could a half-used sketchbook have for thieves?

"Excuse me," Hiccup asked the tired brunette behind the desk. She looked up with a barely-there smile. "Did anyone turn in a sketchbook? I've lost mine."

"A sketchbook?" She repeated. "I don't know but I can check."

She was gone and back in under a minute. Disappointedly, no one had. He thanked her and headed back toward the chair. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and peered around the library. This early in the day there was hardly anyone there. He had something else to do that day so why not just hang out for a while? He picked a random book from the bestseller shelf and plopped down into the chair.

He started to read absently - what did other people do on the weekends? Sleep? Work? Do extra credit? Hang out with friends? Drink? Play pool? Did people even play pool anymore? His dad had a table in their basement but Hiccup hadn't ever been interested.

What did Astrid do on the weekends? He was sure that she had other friends and made plans. He'd never "gone out" and honestly didn't know what to think about it. What did it include? Bars? Food? Those noisy clubs that drunken people in tiny clothes seeped out from every Saturday night? They walked passed his building sometimes, and he often passed the clumsy crowd on his way home from work.

He couldn't really picture her being a part of that bumbling, numb, careless crowd. But then again he new hardly anything about her.

Thinking of her, Hiccup glanced eagerly around the library, hoping that in his drifting thoughts she might have wandering inside. A dozen other people had, but she hadn't. Or maybe she _had _and she walked right passed him, or upstairs, or downstairs, or wherever. Either way, he stayed until three when his stomach was irate. He'd need to go home and scrounge up something to eat. It was his big decision of the night: ramen noodles or canned soup?

Hiccup felt deflated as he entered his apartment. He groaned as he emptied his pockets onto the countertop.

"She's got better things to do." Hiccup told himself. "She's got much better things to do than…waste it talking to me."

It was a lifetime of being told so that convinced him to tell it to himself to save other people the trouble. Hiccup knew he shouldn't feel so down about not seeing her there. That's not how he _should _feel. But it was.

Sunday ended, Monday began, and Hiccup wandered back to the library. This time he didn't stay nearly as long. Tuesday left him exhausted. Wednesday morning was met with a chilly nip in the air. Was October always this cold? While he dressed he could already feel the dull ache in his leg. He cursed himself for not bringing his coat when he moved. He'd been in too much of a hurry. But despite the weather, he still made it to the library, trying to hide a limp. By the time he walked through the front doors his skin was prickled numb.

_What the hell am I doing?_

His first order of business was to get warm and to get the weight off his foot. He choose the first grouping of chairs, sat down, and waited on the feeling to return to his fingers. There was a gentle murmur of low voices, keyboards, and the shuffling of clothes. Every once in a while there was the sharp cough of the oncoming cold season.

"It's cold out there."

Hiccup jerked his head and was surprised to Astrid standing there, a coffee in each hand, a scarf around her neck.

"Yeah." Hiccup agreed.

"Here," Astrid held out one of the cups for him. "Simple coffee, right?"

"Uh, yes. Thanks you." Hiccup nodded. The cup felt so warm in his hands. "Is the weather always like this?"

"Hm?" Astrid asked. She had taken a sip of her own. She sat down in a chair across from him. "You mean all over the place? Pretty much. It's cold out east, isn't?"

"Yeah, but not…suddenly." Hiccup shrugged.

"It took me a while to get used to it. Well, I'm still not used to it. California was always warm, you know?" Astrid said.

"You're from California?" Hiccup asked.

She nodded.

"Why move from paradise to Missouri?" Hiccup asked.

"I take it that you've never been out west?" Astrid smiled curiously.

"No."

"Eh, it's not as mind-blowing as everyone thinks it is." Astrid said. Her eyes were on her coffee. "It's where all the crazy people go so they can have crazy friends. It's just…not a place for me. Too dramatic."

"And…this is?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid sighed. "I wanted to move away but not all the way across the country. So I settled for halfway. It was between Missouri and Kansas. I'm sure as hell not spending four years in Kansas."

Hiccup smiled. What compelled him to speak was beyond him. "I kind of felt the same way. My dad wanted me to go to New York but it was too close. I knew he'd be checking up on me all the time. And…I wanted to get away."

"Take charge of your own path and let everyone else just go fuck themselves." Astrid said. She was staring at a place on the wall behind him.

"You okay?" Hiccup asked. She immediately snapped back to him.

"Yeah, just thinking. You know, when I moved out here I didn't own a coat. So I had to buy one my first winter." Astrid smiled. "And I called into work because the road was covered in ice. My boss laughed at me."

"You work?" Hiccup asked.

"Oh, yeah, it's just this dumpy little weekend diner place. It's lame, I know, but it helps pay the bills." She shrugged. "Oh! I almost forgot, I have your sketchbook thing."

Hiccup felt his heart drum. Astrid had his sketchbook? The same sketchbook with a entire page of nothing but her? He silently prayed to someone somewhere that she hadn't looked through it.

"You left the other day and I've been carrying it with me since. I didn't know where you lived or anything so…I just hoped I'd see you around here again." She shrugged.

_Funny, because I was doing the same thing. _

"Oh, thanks." Hiccup said. He opened hands to take it but she held on to it. He swallowed.

"Hiccup," Astrid asked. She had that 'we-need-to-talk' tone that he'd heard a million times before. But unlike this father she used it softer, less intensely, with a lighter stare that didn't make him wish he could turn invisible, but instead made him feel like he was going to spontaneously combust.

"Did you look in it?"

"Yeah." Astrid said. She fingered the edge of the cover. "You're a really good artist."

"Oh, um…thank you." Hiccup swallowed. Did they turn the heat on overdrive? Why was it so fucking hot in here?

Astrid opened her mouth, shut it, then opened it again but bit her lip. "Why did you draw me?"

Her face melted him. There was nothing even remotely close to disgust or dislike. It was curiosity, fair interest, and whatever else was there that made him feel like pudding. Any moment now he could collapse into a gelatinous puddle on the floor.

"I-I…uh, well, I mean…" Hiccup chocked on every excuse.

_ Because your beautiful and I can't stop thinking about you. _

"No one's ever drawn me before." Astrid said. She ran her hand down the book's spine. She smiled, "It's sweet."

Hiccup was embarrassed and knew that she knew it. But she wasn't pushing the fact. She handed him back his sketchbook and he took it with trembling hands.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be creepy or anything." Hiccup said, eye on the book.

"It's…weird, I'll admit, but it's also flattering." Astrid said. "Is something wrong? I'm sorry I looked at them, I just couldn't help myself."

"It's fine." Hiccup said quickly. "I'm not used to…not being made fun of for drawing things."

"Why? Why would you get made fun of for drawing? You're great at it."

"It's was more because of what I didn't do. Like football." Hiccup shrugged.

"Oh," Astrid nodded. "That's nothing to be embarrassed about. Sports aren't for everyone. I mean, if history was full of sport stars then we wouldn't have people like Leonardo Di Vinci or uh, Salvador Dali, or Shakespeare. The world is full of different talents that all make the world work."

"Thanks." Hiccup said.

"I've got class soon, but, do you want to meet back here tomorrow?" Astrid asked and for a moment he was sure that he had misheard her.

"Uh, I work Thursdays." Hiccup said quickly. "And Tuesdays, but other than that I don't have much of a life."

_Why did you tell her that?_

"Friday?" Astrid asked. "Around four?"

"Yeah, that sounds great."

"Awesome, I'll see you."

Hiccup held his sketchbook in his hands and watched her zip up her coat, sling her bag over her shoulder, and leave. His heart was beating so fast that he felt like running back to his apartment as fast as he could, or running anywhere until his cheeks were frozen and he couldn't breathe.

_Do I have a date? …at the library?_

XXX
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	5. Chapter 5
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Chapter 5: Late Night Snack

Thursday was slower than usual. Hiccup kept spying the time and groaned as the minutes stretched into hours. There was a fist in his throat that clenched every time he looked at the clock. Tomorrow, he had plans with Astrid. That thought was so foreign to him that it didn't matter how many times he repeated it to himself.

"Hey," boomed his boss. He leaned his balding head out of his office door. "Six to nine, Saturday night, want it?"

"Sure." Hiccup nodded. As much as he dreaded it he needed the money.

But before overtime, he had plans with Astrid.

That night he laid on his air mattress staring at the thumping ceiling. It still felt unreal. But this is what he moved for, wasn't it? A fresh start? A clean slate? To be in a place where people didn't automatically judge him for being a klutz, a screw-up, or whatever else they called him.

People in Berk _looked _at him like they assumed he'd break the first thin he touched. It was like pity, disgust, and dislike. He hated it. But here, no one cared who he was or where he came from.

And then there was Astrid. They way she looked at him was like she didn't care about what he'd done or what other people thought about it.

Astrid.

He had plans with Astrid tomorrow.

Hiccup tried to swallow. When he thought about her it felt like there was a fist in his throat. He couldn't sleep. He wasn't even tired. But he must have fallen asleep because the sudden crashing of something on the floor above him shook him awake. Groaning, he got up, showered, dressed, and waited on his couch with his sketchbook in his hands. He tried to draw something but nothing came.

As four o'clock finally rolled around Hiccup drove to the library. It was too cold to walk very far. And the weather was starting to effect his leg. It was sore and he tried his best to hid the limp. He went through the main doors and scanned the room for her blonde hair. He didn't see her. He sat down and for a panicked moment he feared she wouldn't show. And that fear didn't diminish as the time slowly ticked by.

Five minutes past four.

Eight minutes past four.

Ten minutes past four.

Fifteen minutes past four.

Twenty minutes past four.

Hiccup got up and scanned the bookshelf. He draw a hand down a colorful spine when he heard quick footsteps approach. He glanced over his shoulder and was surprised to see Astrid bent over, hands on knees, panting.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah," Astrid gasped. She waved her hand then straightened herself. She plopped down in a nearby chair. She unzipped her coat and threw it beside her. She was dressed in sweats and her braided hair was still wet.

"Are you sure?" Hiccup asked. He sat back down across from her.

"I was at the gym and Coach stopped to talk. Then I was running late but I needed to shower because I was sweaty and gross. I'm sorry, I should have given you my number so I could have text you."

"It's okay. Coach?"

"I was on the track team my freshman year. It took up too much time so I quite. He's trying to get me to join again." Astrid said. "Hey, give me your phone. I'll add me."

Hiccup reached into his pocket and produced is phone. Astrid took it from his hand and deft fingertips she added herself into his contact list.

"There. I sent myself a text so I'll have yours too." Astrid sighed. She handed it back to him.

He glanced down before it vanished into his pocket. The screen was of a started conversation, with Astrid Hofferson, with the single message reading _text_. The phone dropped into his pocket. He had her number in his phone.

"My lungs are freezing. You want some coffee?" Astrid asked. She stood up, hand in her purse.

"Sure." Hiccup nodded. "I'll go get it, you stay and catch your breathe."

She hesitated, money in hand, and then said "Okay."

Hiccup came back in a few minutes with two hot cups.

"Thank you." She took it gratefully, and inhaled the steam, sighing relief.

"So you played track?"

Astrid smiled. "You don't really _play _track. You run."

"I really wouldn't know the difference."

Astrid didn't stop smiling and started to detail him on running track. They talked about high school, the differences between small town Berk on the east coast and overpopulated southern California. They talked, and talked, shared stories and ideas. For all his nervous anticipation this was surprisingly easy. Astrid made him nervous but when he was with her everything seemed easy and simple. And time flew by so fast.

"It's getting late." Astrid sighed.

"You want a ride home?" Hiccup offered. He felt that first tightening in his throat. "Um, I've actually got some homework I need to do upstairs. But, thank you." Astrid fidgeted.

_Sounds like an excuse. _

Hiccup nodded and said his simple goodbye, and Astrid hers, and they parted ways. Hiccup looked back over his shoulder before he left so see Astrid's blonde head vanish up the stairs to the computer lab. He felt so warm that when he went outside the cold air smacked his face like frozen blade. The sun was going down and the temperature was dropping. He ran to his car and was thankful for the cover from the wind.

On his way back to his apartment his car huffed, puffed, and groaned. A block from his place the heater gave out altogether. At least it still ran.

Saturday came and worked, like he'd assumed, sucked. He was grateful when nine o'clock signaled the end to his torment. He clocked out and left before his boss could offer more overtime that Hiccup couldn't turn down.

His old car stuttered, but started. The streets held the usual Saturday night college-town traffic. Cars headed to the bars, to the restaurants, to the theater, and everywhere else, it seemed. He watched people on the sidewalks absently, until one blonde head caught his attention, and realization hit him.

Astrid was walking down the street, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her red peacoat, alone. She wasn't paying attention to the people walking around her. She wore heeled boats that looked more than uncomfortable to walk in. Hiccup changed lanes to be closer to her. He thought about honking, like so many college kids do, but he thought better of it. He rolled down his window and called to her.

"Astrid!"

She didn't respond. Was it just him or did she roll her eyes?

"Astrid!"

She visibly sighed, her chest heaved up and her lips parted to let out the breath, but she still didn't respond. Was she ignoring him on purpose? Was he just her library-friend?

Hiccup was looking at her and almost missed the car stopped in front of him. The light had changed and the break lights glared at him like they knew he'd been distracted.

"Astrid!" Hiccup called again. He feared she'd keep walking.

"Good god," She groaned, stomping her foot as she turned, lips twisted to spat something nasty, but as her eyes settled on Hiccup her face broke into a warm smile.

"Do you want a ride?" Hiccup asked. Although he didn't know what a girl like her would think about riding inside a car like his.

She smiled, and looked briefly across the road, and ran across it to his passenger's side. She popped the door open and slide inside, not minding the fast food debris, and rubbed her hands together.

"Sorry, I didn't know it was you." Astrid breathed into her cupped hands. "It's so fucking cold."

"Yeah." Hiccup nodded. He hadn't heard her curse before.

"Thanks, by the way."

"It's nothing."

"Turn left on Broadway." Astrid instructed.

Hiccup obeyed. "You live by the campus?"

"No, but I'm starved. Hungry? My treat. I got paid tonight."

"Sure."

They drove down Broadway to the lit-up McDonald's. They ordered and sat in the back beside the darkened window. Across the street was Capaha park. The yellow arches reflected off the dark lake.

In the light he could see the heavier makeup around her eyes. The black was smeared a bit at the edges, a soft gold glitter sparkled along her cheekbones, her lips were faded red. Her hair had been done up but had fallen through the evening. She looked exhausted. He'd never waitresses but he heard it could be a rough job.

"What brings you out so late?" Astrid asked.

"Overtime."

"Ah, I thought so. You smell like smoke and sweat, and leather?"

"Yeah, sorry about that." His self-consciousness just hit the roof.

"Don't worry about it. I kind of like it."

"What about you? Work?"

"Yeah. Did you hurt yourself at work today?"

"No, why?"

"Because you're limping."

Hiccup swallowed hard. Astrid pointed under the table to his left leg. She took a large bit of her hamburger.

"Oh, uh, no, that's…normal." Hiccup shrugged. She looked at him, mouth full, her brow raised in question. "I-It's a prosthetic. The sudden weather shift is taking it's toll."

"What happened?"

That fist in his throat clenched. "Out house burnt down when I was fifteen. One of the rafters crushed my leg."

"That's horrible."

"Eh, it's not so bad. Nothing we can do about it now."

"How much is missing?"

"Just below the knee down." Hiccup motioned to his left leg, indicating with a finger where the plastic started.

Astrid ducked beneath the table, albeit a little clumsily, and he could feel her eyes on his pant legs. "They look the same."

"That's because when I stopped growing my dad opted for a prosthetic that would mirror my other leg. They did this whole mold thing, it was weird. But at least now my legs look the normal in pants. The others where like pirate peg legs." Hiccup tried to laugh.

And if she felt disturbed by his fake leg she hit it well behind her curiosity. She kept asking him questions, about his leg, about walking, about the effects of weather. He asked until Hiccup failed to swallow a yawn.

"It's getting late." Astrid nodded.

Their food was eaten, their drinks empty, the drunk crowd was filing in with their munchies. Hiccup and Astrid headed back out into the cold October, slide into her car, and she directed him to her apartment. She lived in an upscale and clean little subdivision, in a gray stone apartment building with tinted windows. It was much nicer than his place but he wouldn't tell her that. She could tell that by his car.

He pulled up and parked right outside the front door. She dug in a pocket for her keys and pause with her hand on the door's handle.

"Thank you, Hiccup. For everything."

"It's really nothing. I would have felt guilty for letting you walk all the way here in this weather."

Astrid's smile was exhausted. She leaned over the console, abandoning the handle, and kissed him on the cheek. Before he could register the soft peck she was out of his door and through hers.

X
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Chapter 6: I love a Rainy Night (Part 1)

Hiccup woke up on Sunday morning to a beeping that he didn't instantly recognize. It took a moment to realize it was his phone.

One new message from Astrid Hofferson.

_ Busy? Library 2?_

In a panic, he looked at the time. Eleven thirty.

_Sure. See you there._

Hiccup felt the little text bubble leave his finger tips and soar through the air, to wherever she was. His heart thumped and thumped again when her next reply came back almost instantaneously.

A smile face.

Hiccup pushed himself out of bed and hoped that the shower's hot water was working. It wasn't really but it was good enough. Kind of like everything else. Just good enough. He tried to scrub off the smell of the shop.

_I kind of like it. _

She'd said that. Astrid had said it, hadn't she? The more he played her words over in his head the more dreamlike it became. Maybe it hadn't happened at all.

At two, Hiccup was climbing the stairs into the library. It felt a little less cold but still frigid. Astrid met him at their usual spot, two coffees in hand, hair slung over her shoulder in a sloppy twist. They sat, they talked.

The next week went by with the same routine. They would text, back and forth, simple things, questions and answers. They had coffee together from the library's machine. Astrid was having difficulty with her Frankenstein paper. Hiccup had never read the book but offered to read her paper. He was at a loss when it came to what it all meant and they laughed over the vague study guide her professor had given them.

October came to an end and November came with a cold blast. Friday was the first of the month and Hiccup regrettably had overtime. Outside the sky was blue but he'd heard the weatherman call for rain. On the way out of his apartment he heard his phone beep. He reached for it, and saw Astrid's name briefly before the cold phone slipped from his grasp. It crashed onto the steps and tumbled down onto the floor's landing.

He stood there, aghast at his luck, and went down to get it. The screen had cracked. Little thin spider web lines darted every which way. He tried to unlock it to see her message, but the screen wouldn't respond.

"Great." Hiccup groaned. "Just…fucking great."

Outside he heard the distant rumble of thunder. His car coughed all the way to work. The shop, at least, was warm, but the evening cold was a bitter slap. He ran to he car as rain started to pit-pat on the pavement. He slammed the door and the rain came down harder and harder. He turned the key but the car groaned.

"Come on," Hiccup patted the dashboard, stroked it gently, wishing all well words. "Come on, you can do it."

It groaned again, coughed, but started. He pulled out onto the road and headed back to his place. It was loud and depressing but it was warm. He couldn't feel his fingers on the wheel and had to tightened his grip to turn. The rain and the dark made his view of anything nearly impossible. The street lights helped, other cars helped, but he had to go slow.

His car coughed, jerked, and coughed again. He felt the shutter than ran through the wheel.

"Oh, no, no, no, no," Hiccup said. He reached up to the dash and the car groaned with a dying wheeze. It gasped, and went silent. He managed to steer it to the roadside. He slammed his head against the steering wheel and shouted. With all the ran and sloshing of cars going around him no one would hear him.

He slumped in his seat. What now? It was a long walk back to his place. A very long walk. He'd get pneumonia and rust.

He was sunk in his sulking and didn't hear the gentle rapping on his window until it was a thudding. Hiccup gave it a sideways glance and jerked his head upward when he saw Astrid knocking on his passenger side window. Her hair was soaked and stuck to her face.

"What are you doing?" She yelled so he would hear him.

He shrugged and motioned to his now broken car. Hiccup got out and was soaked to the bone before he reached the sidewalk. He felt the water from the gutter sponge into his shoes.

"My place is close, why don't you just come over and out of the rain?" Astrid shouted through the downpour. "You'll get sick if you stay here."

She was holding a brown paper bag in her arm that was quickly disintegrating. Hiccup nodded and left his broken car on the roadside. He followed her the few block to her place in an awkward silence. He didn't know what to say and was glad when she filled in the gaps. She told him of her first car. It had been a hand-me-down from her parents. It had died on her more times that she could remember.

"But it never died in a convenient location or time, oh lord no, it was always on horrible weather days or when everyone else was busy and I was stuck on my own." Astrid was saying as they entered her building's tiny lobby.

They were both soaked and left little puddles on the elevator's floor. But it looked as though they weren't the first ones to come in from the rain. At her door she reached around with her free hand to the purse that hung from her shoulder.

"Let me hold that for you." Hiccup gestured toward the wet grocery bag. She gave him a short look of surprise but handed it to him. With her two hands she quickly found her keys and unlocked the door. He walked in after her.

The rain splattered against the living room window with such a rapid violence that it sounded like hail. There might have been sleet mixed in. It felt cold enough. Astrid shed her coat and draped it over a kitchen chair. She kicked off her boots and headed to the window.

"It's a mess out there, Hiccup. Just stay here for the night." Astrid suggested as she pulled the curtains closed.

Hiccup stood near the door, her rain-soaked grocery bag in his arms, pulled between accepting her offer and walking on in, or declining and calling a cab. Which reminded him that his phone was currently out of order. Astrid appeared beside him and shut the door, turning the lock and sliding the deadbolt.

"Just set that anywhere. Are you hungry or anything?" Astrid said. She motioned toward the small kitchen.

"Oh, um…no, I'm good, but thanks." Hiccup shrugged. He leaned over to the island counter and slid the paper bag onto it. He hadn't intended to but when he set it down he glanced inside, carrots, orange juice, eggs.

He copied her example and hung his wet jacket over a kitchen chair so it could drip onto the linoleum. He pulled off his boots and left them by the door. Astrid mumbled something about being soaked and vanished into another room.

He just felt…_weird _about staying here. They'd talked, hung out at the library, and shared a late night fast food dinner. And now he was standing along in her apartment. He just couldn't figure her out.

Her apartment was clean and organized, total opposite of his own, which was always littered with clothes and _stuff_. But Astrid had a place for everything.

He reached into his pocket for his phone. He pressed the screen button to check the time, fifteen past ten. Astrid came strolling back in, wet hair tied back, changed into sweat pants and a t-shirt, holding a blanket and pillow in her arms. She plopped them down onto the sofa.

"The bathroom's right through there. I've got some sweat pants if your want to change." Astrid said as she stood back up and poised her hands on her hips.

"Oh, you know, Astrid, I should probably go." Hiccup said. He tried to further reason his excuse but she stopped him.

"Hiccup, it's cold and rainy and late. Just stay here. It's totally fine." Astrid said. "Or do you just not want to stay here with me?"

"What? No, that's not it!" Hiccup said quickly. She had that look on her face, like she was hearing more than he thought he was saying. "I mean, it's just, well,"

"Hiccup, it's fine." Astrid said with a slight smile. She vanished again into the other room and reemerged with a pair of unisex sweats that bore the university's name in bold red letters down one leg.

He thanks her, and ducked into the bathroom. Dry clothes would be nice. He pulled off his wet pants and threw them into the tub. His shirt was damp but not terribly. In a quick decision, he left it on. He pulled on the dry pants and washed his face and hands. The hot water was refreshing on his chilled skin.

Even her bathroom was clean. Though the fixtures were aged she had kept them in good looks. Yellow and blue towels were folded and stacked neatly above the toilet. She kept scented soaps and oils on the rim of the bathtub.

Back in the living room, Astrid was standing in the kitchen, placing a red tea kettle on the stove. She pulled two mugs from the cabinet and readied them with bags. Hiccup didn't mean to notice, but he did, that she had left her bra in the bedroom. The cupped formation of her breasts was gone and they moved freely. He tore his eyes away from them before she could notice. He didn't want to get a mug to the temple.

"I'm not really tired." Astrid sighed. "Are you?"

"Not really, no." Hiccup shook his head.

"You want to watch a movie instead?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup shrugged, but said "Sure."

He felt silly for having to think about it. Saying 'no' would have been ridiculous. He sat on the sofa as Astrid thumbed through a binder full of discs.

"How do you feel about The Avengers?" Astrid asked, holding the DVD around her finger, looking at him over her shoulder.

"I like it." Hiccup nodded.

Astrid smiled and put it in the machine. She jogged to turn off the lights with a quick finger.

For a moment the room was bathed in darkness. Hiccup heard her bare feet pad across the floor, along the sofa in front of him, and the screen lit up with its blue-black glow as she turned the switch on the standing lamp.

She went back to the kitchen and brought the two mugs of tea to the little coffee table.

"I know it's not coffee, but he, why not switch thing up?"

It was warm in his hands and in his throat. "Thanks."

She plopped down beside him and left just a small space between them. A few strands of her golden hair toppled over her shoulder and grazed his arm. They watched the movie in the same manner. Hiccup was hyperaware of every movement she made. Several times he thought to slide his arm between her and the sofa, but each time he convinced himself not to, for some self-conscious reason or another.

What was the worst that could happen? She could push him away. She could kick him out. She could completely ignore it as if it didn't happen. Like the rain.

The movie ended and Astrid was yawning. Hiccup felt it, too. Astrid got up and he felt the immediate depression in the air from where she'd been. She turned off the TV without removing the disc. She lazily switched off the lamp and once again the room was purged into blackness.

Hiccup heard her bare footsteps cross to her bedroom door where she paused. As his eyes adjusted he could make out her silhouette in the rain-light.

"I'm sorry the couch isn't very big, or comfortable." Astrid said.

"It's fine. Don't worry about it." Hiccup shrugged. It was involuntary. Astrid couldn't see him in the darkness and somehow that fact gave him an odd inflation of confidence. He continued to sit on the couch, expecting her to vanish into her room, but she lingered in the doorway.

"Goodnight, then." Astrid said after a short pause.

"Goodnight." Hiccup answered. He reached to spread the blanket over the sofa but he caught the pale shadow of Astrid still in the doorway. It was making him nervous.

"You know, Hiccup, the bed is big enough for two." Astrid said.

X
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Chapter 7: I Love a Rainy Night (Part 2)

"I'm sorry the couch isn't very big, or comfortable." Astrid said.

"It's fine. Don't worry about it." Hiccup shrugged. It was involuntary. Astrid couldn't see him in the darkness and somehow that fact gave him an odd inflation of confidence. He continued to sit on the couch, expecting her to vanish into her room, but she lingered in the doorway.

"Goodnight, then."

"Goodnight." Hiccup answered. He reached to spread the blanket over the sofa but he caught the pale shadow of Astrid still in the doorway. It was making him nervous.

"You know, Hiccup, the bed is big enough for two." Astrid said.

He tried to form an answer but Hiccup seemed to have lost his ability to speak. Hopefully in the dark Astrid wouldn't see him gaping at her like she'd lost her mind. He sat frozen with his mouth open as her soft footsteps drifted back into the bedroom.

What should he do? He wasn't prepared for these kinds of sudden 'yes or no' immediate decisions. Wait, what the hell was he thinking? _What _decision was there to make? Astrid, a beautiful woman, had just invited him, Hiccup, into her bedroom. Every second he spent _thinking about it _caused the invitation to drift further away. And declining would be rejecting. What kind of moron rejected Astrid?

In a panic, spawned by the fear of accidentally rejecting her, he jumped up. Time was ticking.

_Make up your fucking mind!_

Hiccup pushed himself toward Astrid's room and stood in the darkened doorway. Unlike the living room there was no thin curtain letting in the pale street light. The room was black. He tiptoed inside, feeling out in front of him for anything he might bump into.

He took several steps, not finding anything, when he heard Astrid's whisper.

"Take a step and a half to your left."

He jumped at her sudden instruction. He took that step and tried to measure a half of one when his knee touched the squishy bedcover. He reached for it and inched his way closer and gradually sat on the edge. He heard Astrid slide across the sheets. He felt his way into the warm spot that she'd left.

Her bed was more comfortably than the couch and much more so than his air mattress. But his apartment was far from his mind with Astrid being so close. He felt the indention in the bed that her body made. He heard the gentle in and out of her breath and he could feel the shuffling of her skin underneath the soft sheets.

Hiccup lied in bed for what felt like a long time, unable to sleep with Astrid so close to him, when her sudden movement jerked him out of whatever half-sleep he'd been in. His first absent thought was about the time when it was shoved from his mine with the alien pressure of her warm hand on his chest.

Astrid was curled against him, sandwiching his arm between them, her soft breath heating his collarbone. Along his forearm he could fee her breasts through her shirt. The soft malleable lumps pressed against him without prejudice or intention.

A clap of thunder shook the windows, rattling the glass, and brightening the outside sky with a sudden brilliance. In the brief illumination Hiccup saw the white outline of the window, the dark shadow of an armoire, and the sleeping lump next to him. The sound must have woken Astrid. Drowsy, she inhaled and stretched her back, which only pressed her chest into his arm, and released her breath into the black room.

"Are you awake?" Astrid barely whispered.

"Yeah." Hiccup answered in the same quiet tone.

Astrid didn't say anything for a moment. "Thanks for staying."

"You kind of made me." Hiccup smiled. He felt Astrid scoot a little closer. Her forehead was resting against his chin. To have her so close felt…wonderful, but absolutely terrifying. His heart felt like it was having a seizure in his chest.

"I've never liked storms." Astrid whispered.

Hiccup wondered if the darkness gave her the same confidence that it gave him.

"I don't particularly like them either." Hiccup said. He reached up and placed his hand over hers. Compared to hers, his was cold. He held his breath and when she didn't throw his hand away he exhaled.

For what happened next he was as unprepared for as anything else that had happened that evening. Astrid moved, off the bed, and Hiccup had just felt her hair tickle his cheek when her lips came down to meet his. Truthfully, not counting the quick cheek kiss she'd given him, he's only kissed one girl before. So when Astrid took the lead he didn't complain.

They kissed for an exalting moment, one he wished would never end, and she broke it only long enough to push her body over his. She held herself up with her hands and knees and gradually brought her body down to rest on top of his. Her hair fell around his face and licked his cheeks. She brought her lips back down to his but this time her kiss was harder. Her breath was quicker.

The pressure of her body on his was amazing. He wasn't sure what to do with his hands. When she'd climbed onto him, he'd let go of her hand, and it had fallen to her waist. He brought the other up to mirror it. She entangled her legs with his and Hiccup panicked. The excitement between his legs had to be obvious in the unrestricting sweatpants. And Astrid _had _to be aware of it. But, was it just him or was she softly pressing her hips into his? Was she doing it on purpose?

Astrid parted her lips from his and pushed herself into a sitting position. Hiccup left his hands loosely on her hips and felt the panic of inexperience. Had he done something wrong?

"Is this alright?" Astrid whispered.

What did she mean? Hiccup repositioned his hands on her waist. "Yeah,"

She was moving but her hips remained in their promiscuous position over his. Hiccup felt the fabric of her t-shirt being pulled from underneath his fingers and replaced with smooth warm skin. Hiccup flattened his palms against her and sharply inhaled. He heard the soft _plat _of the shirt hitting the floor.

"Astrid," Hiccup said quickly.

"Yeah?" She mumbled as she brought her hands down to his chest. She laid them flat against his shirt and fingered it, urging it upward, and slid them underneath the hem and onto his bare stomach.

"I-I've never…" Hiccup stuttered. He couldn't think straight with her hands touching him, not with her bare chest so close, not with her sitting on top of his erection.

Astrid removed one hand from under his shirt and found his lips, bringing her lips down to his, and hovering over them.

"I kind of figured." Astrid said, he could hear that sly smile on her lips. She raised up, bringing her hands together over his chest, and her silence was deafening. "Do you want to stop?"

Hiccup felt the panic of another impossible decision. But this time he didn't waste valuable time with thinking. "No."

With his permission, Astrid pulled his shirt up, and he adjusted himself to make it easier for her to push it up and pull it over his head. She came down to kiss him, pressing her chest into his, and the sensation sent shivers through him. He hands rubbed her back, which he didn't think about. It _felt _right. He wandered over her body, back and neck and thighs, and anything else he could reach.

She ran her hands through his hair, tugging at it, raking her nails along his scalp. The subtle sounds that escaped from her mouth were beyond the put-on pornography ones. It was more erotic and inciting than anything he could have imagined. Involuntarily, he joined her in gentle pelvic thrusts, inventing a shared rhythm.

Astrid took the next step, sliding her hand to the waistline of his sweats, and once again Hiccup was filled with panic. He'd told her about his leg but hearing and seeing were two different things. But he stopped himself from pulling her hand away. Why was he trying to find a reason not to?

_Relax_, he told himself, _just…fucking relax. _

Astrid broke their lips apart and raised up to grip the elastic waist of the sweats. Hiccup, with the aid of his darkness-induced confidence boost, took the initiative to let his hands wander upward to her chest. Her breasts were silk under his fingers. She let out a sharp exhale as his finger graced across what he assumed was a nipple. He repeated the motion just to hear that sound.

With his touch she let go of his pant's waist. But in one fluid motion she repositioned her legs and pulled him upward and slide underneath him. He came down on her with more force that he wished he had. How did she even _do _that?

Being underneath him, she slide her hand along his jaw, his shoulder, traced her nails along the back of his neck, and tangled her fist in his hair. She pushed his lips to hers and retook them, moaning into his mouth as she hugged her legs around his hips, pushing his groin into hers.

Hiccup's panic hadn't subsided. With her on top she was in control. She knew what to do. But he had no idea what the hell he was doing.

Astrid reached down to his sweats again and slide her hand underneath the waistband. She traced the skin on his hip with delicate nails and sent shivers radiating from the touch. He breathed into her mouth, letting her win his tongue, and focused on not collapsing onto her. He slide his hand behind her neck, fighting with her mess of hair, to keep himself up.

She broke the kiss and finagled herself out from under him and for a moment Hiccup was terrified that he'd done something wrong. He froze and he heard the sound of fabric against skin and the light thump on the floor. That fist seemed to be squeezing the air out if his lungs.

She came back to him and Hiccup felt his heart race faster than he thought possible. His hands found her bare hips first. The smooth skin of her thighs against his palms was incredible.

But his panic returned when her hands gripped the waistband of his sweats.

"Are you okay?" Astrid asked, a bit breathless.

"Yeah," Hiccup said, surprised at the breathlessness of his own voice.

"Then what is it?" Astrid asked. He could hear the irritation in her voice.

Hiccup tried to formulate words but failed in the time Astrid had allowed.

"Do you not want to fuck me?"

"Yes, but," Hiccup tried to speak. He reached for his pant leg.

"Hiccup, I know about your leg. It's fine. I don't care."

"But-"

"I'm fucking you because _I like you_, not because I assume you have two feet."

He heard the slap of skin on skin, like she had thrown her arms and let them fall back to her sides. Hiccup didn't know what to say. He stumbled over several words before Astrid silenced him.

"Do you still want to?" Astrid asked, this time less angry. She'd retuned to that whisper she'd started with.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded. He helped her pull the pant leg down from his artificial limb. The abrupt stop of hair and skin to smooth plastic and metal was still a stark shift for him. He couldn't imagine what she must me thinking.

But whatever she thought about it, she kept it to herself, because the discarded pants hadn't plopped on the floor a second before she was on top of him, pressing herself down onto him, easing out a moan he didn't know he could make. She had made a sound too, and he wanted to hear it again, and again. She poised her hands on either side of his chest and began to work her hips over his. He reached up to her shoulders and trailed his hands down her hands and held onto her sides, feeling the bounce of her breasts with every thrust.

He had masturbated but it was nothing compared to the real thing. Later he would worry about things like how many times had Astrid done this, and with how many, but for the moment he let the temporary ecstasy take over. He added his own thrust to Astrid's and felt it coming closer and closer. Her breath was ragged and mixing with erratic gasps and he could _feel _it. And for a unbelievable moment it erupted and deflated.

His entire body felt like it had been wrung through a wringer. Astrid lifted herself off and collapsed next to him. But she didn't stay for long. She left a kiss on his cheek and scooted off the bed. He heard her feet on the floor and watched her shadow cross the room to the doorway. Her shadow was pale but he could see the outline of her shoulders, her hips, her arms.

The bathroom door closed and a light burst on underneath it. Hiccup rubbed his face with his slightly trembling hands.

Did that really just happen? It did. He'd had sex. Well, in honesty he hadn't done much. _She'd_ had sex with him. How did this even happen? How were these thing _suppose _to happen? Hiccup swung his legs of the edge of the bed. He could use a trip to the bathroom, too, even thought he'd gone before he'd come to bed. Was that an effect of sex?

Hiccup traded Astrid for the bathroom, and they shared a kiss in the doorway. Her hand rested on his cheek and her thumbed traced his jaw. Lightening lit up the living room and for a brief moment he saw her, all of her. But as soon as it came it was gone and he was left with a memory.

"Was it everything you thought it would be?" Astrid whispered.

"It was incredible." Hiccup whispered back.

Hiccup cleaned himself off and under the cover of darkness he came back to the bed. He crawled onto it and hadn't settled onto the pillow when Astrid pulled the discarded blanket over them both. She rested her head on his shoulder as thunder shook the window.

"You want to come over every time it storms?" Astrid yawned.

Hiccup couldn't hide the shy smile that twisted his lips. How on earth did he stumble upon such a wonderful girl?
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I honesty thought about not having them have sex yet, but then, I went with it. I mean, not sexing would have built the sexual tension between Hiccup and Astrid - but if there was sex then I would have plenty of time to build on other things. Like what, you ask? Well, I guess you'll just have to keep reading lol
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Thanks for the positive reviews! I really do appreciate it!

I mentioned on tumblr that this next few weeks are going to be strenuous - I've got finals, a portfolio and a chapbook project due so those are my priorities. But I had some time tonight to finalize this chapter, but it's up in the air when the next updates are happening.

Chapter 8: The Morning After

Hiccup was surrounded by such comfort and warmth that he hadn't the need to move. Soft puffy clouds hugged his entire body like loose cloths. But the dreamy flood of sleep ebbed and Hiccup slowly returned to the conscious plane. He squirmed beneath the blankets and suddenly became very aware of his nakedness.

This ceiling wasn't his. This blanket wasn't his. He sat up quick and the previously night resounded in his mind. He'd slept at Astrid's last night. His car had broken and like a miracle Astrid had appeared through the rain. They'd gone back to her place. And here he was. Naked, with his boxes and t-shirt crumpled on the floor.

His brain was racing as he swung his legs over the side of the bed.

_ He'd had sex last night. _

He pulled his discarded boxers up his legs.

_ He'd had sex with Astrid. _

He pulled the t-shirt over his head.

_ He'd has sex with Astrid last night. _

Hiccup shook his head and ran fingers through his hair. It seemed so unreal. Last night he'd been a virgin. Now he wasn't. Honestly…he didn't feel much different. Maybe it had all been a dream. He pushed himself off the bed and headed into the main room. Astrid stood at the counter, frying pan tipped in hand, sliding sizzling eggs onto two plates. She glanced over her shoulder and a smile broke over her face.

"Good morning."

"Hey," Hiccup swallowed. The smell of breakfast was making his mouth water. He could see buttered toast and sliced oranges on the plates and the entire space smelled like coffee.

"Coffee?" Astrid asked, holding a percolator and pouring it into a mug.

"Sure." Hiccup nodded. "Black."

She poured a second. She dumped three little blue packets into her mug and a large gulp of half and half. She set his mug and plate on the island and set hers next to it. She sat down and a bit sheepishly, he followed her. What was the protocol for these situations? He'd never thought about it because never in a thousand years did he think that he'd be in one.

Astrid was wearing sweats from the day before but her blonde hair was wet and combed down her back. Her shoulders were exposed in her thin-strapped tank top and bright blue bra straps were obvious but not a concern. Her skin was radiant, smooth and pale with a subtle peachy undertone.

God, how was this even happening? Seeing her this morning was proof that it had really happened but it still felt like a dream.

"Uh, thanks, for all this." Hiccup swallowed. "It's been so long since I've had real food. It's delicious."

"It's no problem." Astrid smiled, a chunk of egg dangled from her fork.

Her eyes were incredible. Had they always been that bright and energetic? Her lips were full and welcoming. She wasn't wearing makeup but even without it she was beyond beautiful.

They ate, made small talk, but mostly ate. When both plates were empty Astrid placed them into the sink.

"Have anything planned for today?" she sighed as she turned on the hot water.

"Oh, not much, I'll have to do something about my car. And my phone." Hiccup shrugged. He could feel the dead weight of his useless cell in the pocket of the sweats. "Speaking of, is there a Verizon in town?"

"The like phone store?"

"Yeah."

"I think there's one in the mall. I could go with you, if you want."

"You don't have anything to do?"

"No, I don't have to work tonight or tomorrow and I've got my homework done. So, yeah, I'm totally free." Astrid shrugged. "Unless, you'd rather do it alone, or with someone else, or something."

Hiccup swallowed. "No, no, it sounds like fun."

Hiccup went to the bathroom and closed the door. He leaned against the counter and stared at himself in the mirror. His hair went everywhere. He was skinny and gangly and freckles dotted across his nose. He wasn't what he'd call _ugly_, but he wasn't near handsome like the boys Astrid should be hanging around.

Sighing, Hiccup spun on his heel to leave his reflection behind. He pulled his t-shirt over his head and tossed it onto a pile on the floor. He couldn't help but noticed the discarded underwear by the door, the very…feminine underwear.

Hiccup turned on the shower and while the water warmed he reached down to pick up the underwear. There was almost nothing to them, all see-through red lace, no coverage. But he was guessing that coverage wasn't the purpose. Were these what Astrid had been wearing last night?

Hiccup realized that he hadn't actually seen her naked. It had been dark. She could have painted her face and he wouldn't have noticed.

Astrid probably looked really good in red.

The bathroom was filling with stream. It rolled up the walls to the ceiling and clouded the mirror. Hiccup stripped his pants and stepped into the hot water. The water pressure was much better than his apartment. The water pounded on his back and he let it melt out his troubles and woman-related confusion.

This was twice now that he'd been naked in Astrid's apartment. The whole thing was beyond insane. Even still, standing in her shower, he was in disbelief. Is it possible that it _had _been a dream? It had been late. He'd been exhausted. And it was dark…it could have been a dream. But if it was then why did wake up naked?

He could _ask _but that seems ridiculous.

_Hey, Astrid, did we have sex last night? _Yeah, that's not stupid. Not at all.

He assumed that one day, eventually, he'd find a girl and maybe get married, and _most likely _have sex. But that day always seem far, far, far away. _Really _far away. And he never thought it would be a girl like Astrid. It was sad, and maybe a little bit conditioned from all the negative talk aimed at his pitiful love life, but his romantic future was always bleak.

_A weirdo_. That's the girl his dad had said he'd bring home. His father expected him to. Hiccup groaned into his hands and scrubbed the hot water over his reddened skin. He picked up the shampoo from the caddy. He wanted to be clean but he'd smell like a girl. Not just any girl, Astrid. And she did smell nice. Really nice.

Saturday rolled by in a pleasant blur. He'd called the two truck and had his broken down car taken to a local body shop. Astrid has escorted him down there, to Carl's Auto Body, where the middle-aged mechanic had almost laughed at him.

Sure, he could fix it. But it'd break down in another month, maybe two.

After that they'd taken a cab to the mall where Hiccup was relieved to know his phone was insured. His relief was mirrored in the weight of his wallet. He'd put off turning his knew phone on. He'd gone a day without it and it felt nice to not be so…connected.

Astrid insisted on talking a lap around the mall before going back. It was a mall after all, she said, and they were as much made for wasting time as for money. They walked, talked, and it felt great to be so casual. Was this a normal thing for her? Did sex mean that they were friends now?

Hiccup couldn't help but notice how other people looked at Astrid. Men's eyes lingered, too long for his taste, and a few watched her shamelessly. Girls looked her up and down and a few rolled their eyes and shifted their shoulders. She paid them no mind but it didn't lift the heaviness it left in his gut.

Was his jealousy? It was a horrible emotion. It made him feel so…tight chested and nervous.

"What's up?" Astrid asked, leaning a half step toward him, that playful grin on her face. She'd patted pink balm on her lips. She looked good in pink.

"Nothing." Hiccup shrugged.

"Really?"

"Really."

"Are you sure? You know you can talk to me right?" Astrid said. Her smile was welcoming but Hiccup held his tongue.

"Yeah, I'm sure. But thanks." Hiccup nodded. _I know we've only known each other a little while but I don't like how those other guys are looking at you. _Yeah, smooth.

X

Boys. Astrid had never had a problem with boys. Flash them a smile, batter some lashes, lean into them, and they'd be eating out of her hand. That's how it's been since her breasts came in. What was it about boobs that turned grown men into total ninnies?

But this guy…Hiccup. There was something different about him. He was a dork, awkward, and…brilliant. He was intelligent and she could speak to him and he would speak back to her without glancing down at her chest between every other word. He was…refreshing.
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After the mall Astrid insisted that Hiccup take a cab ride around the city he lived in. There weren't many sights to see but she didn't let that stop her. They looped around to the Bridge that arched over the Mississippi where a barge was streaking down the muddy water. Astrid pointed to the new River Campus where all the arts and theater classes were.

She'd taken one with Heather, because she insisted, and knew the first week that she wasn't made for the arts. Astrid directed the cab downtown to the old river front. The houses were old, she said, because the city was an old river town. It was bloomed along the Mississippi River back when it was the major way of transportation.

Downtown, they'd left the cab behind and she took him through the dozens of antique stores that lined the streets. They had been built inside the hundred-year-old buildings and smelled like dust and old people. Outside, delicious flavors waffled from a Cajun restaurant on the corner.

"I didn't know any of this was down here." Hiccup said, spying the faded colors of an old theater's stone facade. It would have been amazing in its heyday. Now it looked haunted.

"Yeah, I know what you mean. I was here a semester and a half before Heather drug me down here." Astrid shrugged. She was looking into a shop's window where they had precariously places a horrid looking doll on the edge of a baby-blue corner cabinet.

"So you and Heather have been friends a while?" Hiccup asked. He'd heard her name several times. She and Astrid did thing together that girls did, like shopping, nails, and hair.

"We're in the same year. We had a class together and we clicked. After that we roomed together." Astrid said. "We hang out from time to time."

"Why don't you still room together?"

"She's living in a house full of art people. I couldn't handle that." Astrid laughed.

"What's wrong with art people?"

"Nothing, it's just they're so…abstract, all the time, and it's hard to even hold a substantial conversation with any of them. It's like when I asked them something simple, like how their day was, they go into this conceptual tirade of how the world is beating art down and the…something industry is crushing the arts in America, or some such nonsense I don't care about."

Hiccup held his breath at this mild rant. Astrid sighed, catching his look, and laughed.

"But Heather's not like that, at least not all the time. She's normal." Astrid sighed. They'd come to the end of the street. Astrid turned to him with a smile. "You hungry?"

"Yeah, I could eat."

"How do you feel about fried rice? I think I've finally figured out the recipe." Astrid said with a wide smile, expectant.

"Sounds great." Hiccup nodded. He did like Chinese.

Astrid called another cab and they went back to her apartment. Hiccup sat at the counter while she cooked. She cooked chopped carrots, microwaved the minute rice, and scrambled the eggs. She tossed it all together and put the bowl on the counter. She dumped a hefty amount onto two plates. She stuck a fork in each.

Hiccup took a large forkful and closed his mouth around it. Immediately, he'd wished he hadn't taken such a large bite. It was…it was like soggy sandy rocks. It tasted like plain rice and carrots in desperate need of salt. Or something.

Astrid was staring at him with a wide smile on her pink lips.

"Well? What do you think?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup chewed with difficultly. He placed a finger over his lips to prevent his gag reflex from repelling the contents, and swallowed. But he might as well have spit it out. The effect was obvious on Astrid's fallen face.

"You don't have to eat it." Astrid said quietly. She forked her own.

He knew he'd struck a nerve. He took another forkful and swallowed it quickly. When he anticipated the texture the taste wasn't _that _bad. Astrid gave him a pitiful look.

"No, no, it's good." Hiccup nodded.

Astrid was looking at him with a mixture of curiosity and disbelief. When he took another bite, as big as his first, she turned in her seat to face him.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"I'm eating."

"Why?"

"Because I'm hungry."

"We can order out, Hiccup. You don't have to eat it just to save my feelings."

He swallowed another bite. He looked down at his plate, almost empty. Just another bite. He could do this. He shoveled it into his mouth and swallowed hard. He set his fork down and looked at Astrid's still full plate.

"Are you not going to eat?"

Astrid's face held a expression he hadn't seen before. Her eyes were wide, trying to understand him, her lips were parted, trying to find the words.

"What?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid leaned forward, hand cupping his cheek, and kissed him. Her lips hovered over his before kissing him again before pulling away to looked at him. His heart was thumping out of control.

"You're really amazing, you know that?" Astrid said.

"I kind of feel like this part should have come before sex." Hiccup shrugged. He'd said it before he'd thought about it. He felt his chest tighten. He'd brought the events of the night before to attention. And now they had to talk about it.

Astrid smiled, Hiccup could have sworn he saw blush across her cheeks, and she looked down as she let out a girlish laugh.

"Are you upset about that?" she asked.

"Not at all." Hiccup smiled. Her blue eyes were so lovely. They were like the ocean, never ending and miles deep. He could stare into for hours. She kissed him again, hand sliding up his knee, but he stopped her.

"Is something wrong?" Astrid whispered.

"Maybe we should take it slower?" Hiccup whispered back. "I mean, it's not like I don't…want to…but,"

"It's moving too fast?" Astrid finished, smiling. "It's okay. How about a movie instead?"

"That sounds great." Hiccup smiled.

The rest of Saturday went by with chilly breezes blowing against the windows. They settled into the couch, Hiccup's arm nestled around her, with Astrid snuggled against him. When the movie was over and the sun was dropping down, Hiccup regretfully knew he needed to return to his own apartment. He had probably already worn out his welcome. Still, he wished he could sit on the couch with Astrid forever.

He stood up and Astrid leaned against the back of the couch.

"I should get going," Hiccup shrugged. "Thanks, Astrid, for everything. Really."

"You could stay here tonight." Astrid said. "Unless you'd rather sleep on your air mattress."

Hiccup smirked. "I haven't brush my teeth since-"

"I think I've got an extra." Astrid popped up from the couch with enthusiasm, then swallowed and regained her posture. "I mean, if you want to, I won't lock you in here. But I'm just saying that if you wanted to stay here, the invitation is open."

Hiccup felt his chest flutter. He tried to speak but his words came out all jumbled. He wanted to stay but if he did would she expect him to have sex with her?

"You don't have to." Astrid said, a bit sullen. "It won't hurt my feelings if you don't. I understand."

"It's not that, I mean…it's just…"

"We don't have to…do things." Astrid shrugged. "Cuddling is nice too. And, I like having someone there when I wake up. It's nice."

She smiled at him and he felt his trembling heart implode, shuttering his breath, fluttering his blood into fire.

That night Hiccup fell back into Astrid's bed. She slept softly beside him, so close, curled into his side, breathing against his shoulder. Sunday morning passed with breakfast, coffee, and a shower. They spent the day in her apartment. Hiccup helped her with laundry and dusting, the two things that she always did on Sundays. The laundry mat was less crowded, she said.

Sunday night she fell asleep against him on the couch and he used all his strength to carry her into the bedroom. Monday morning came too fast and Astrid was gone to class before Hiccup woke up. She'd left a note on the counter that said she'd be back at three. And not a minute after, Astrid was walking through the front door, shedding her coat and shaking off the cold.

"You know, Astrid, I will have to go home sometimes." Hiccup said.

"Yeah, I know." Astrid sighed. "I can't keep you here forever."

Hiccup kissed her on the cheek before he left. She'd washed his clothes so he didn't have to return to his apartment in hers. In the backseat of the cab, Hiccup already missed Astrid's place. She was right, falling asleep next to someone was better than doing it alone. It felt almost wrong t be going back to his dumpy little place.

Hiccup groaned as he stepped onto the sidewalk outside his building. He could already hear the blaring music. He looked up at the apartment above his. The windows were drawn and the lights were off. What the _hell _where they doing up there? Hiccup scoffed. Knowing his luck they were making cocaine.

He went inside and climbed onto the elevator. While it slowly jogged upward he dug in his pocket for his keys. He had found them and pulled the door key from the rest as the elevator door slide open. He hadn't taken a step into the hallway when he wished he could dive back inside.

A broad shouldered man stood at his apartment door. His large hand was curled into a fist and rapped against the wood. Hid red hair grew like fire around his head and erupted into a beard that extended halfway down his massive chest. His eyes were furrowed at the door in a expression that Hiccup knew far too well. It was disappointment, anger, and blunt disbelief.

"Dad?" Hiccup asked over the music.
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I had some holiday segments planned and I had hoped to get to them before the actual holidays but I don't think we're going to get there before then. So we'll just roll with it and get there when we get there.
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Chapter 9: Paternal Bonding

"Dad?" Hiccup asked over the music.

Stoick Haddock spun with speed that defied his massive size. His hands were balled into fists and his brow furrowed over his piercing gaze.

"Where the devil have you been?" He hammered. He didn't need to shout over the music. His voice was naturally amplified and that was why he always sounded like he was yelling, or so Hiccup had reasoned.

"Uh, what?" Hiccup stuttered.

"I thought you were dead!" Stoick thundered.

"Sorry to disappoint." Hiccup shrugged. He adverted his eyes to the floor, to his shoes, to the spots on the walls, anywhere that wasn't his dad.

Stoick released a sigh with the power of a small tornado. His frustration was evident, although Hiccup was unsure how his face looked otherwise, and it only ebbed into disappointment. Whether he meant to or not, he shook his head at his son, his beard waving over his chest. Hiccup always thought me looked more like a lumberjack than a business man, or at least three thousand years behind the average.

Hiccup swallowed and dug for his keys. Stoick stepped out of the way as Hiccup unlocked the door and let it swing open. He dreaded his father's reaction to his pitiful apartment. No doubt there was a lecture in his immediate future. Sure enough, it began as soon as Hiccup stepped over the threshold.

"Frank Miller called me and said that your car'd been towed." Stoick explained as he shut the door behind him with more force than necessary.

Hiccup held in a groan. Nothing in a small town was confidential. Miller was their insurance broker back in Berk. He and Stoick had been friends his high school. Telling him about his car sounded illegal but Hiccup wasn't surprised. Sure, there might have been a law, but it was Berk.

"I tried to call you a hundred times!" Stoick continued. "I finally called that witch of a landlady and she said you hadn't been home in days. What was I supposed to think?"

"Oh, right, my phone broke but I got a new one." Hiccup said. He could feel his father's hot stare on his face and looked to the floor to avoid it. He'd left his phone off. Suddenly, the new phone felt like a dead weight in his pocket.

"And you couldn't have the consideration to turn it on?" Stoick thundered. He muttered something under his breath. "I told you that moving out was too much reasonability."

Hiccup could feel a headache starting in the front of his brain. "I'm sorry, Dad. I wasn't thinking, I-"

"_That_ is the problem." Stoick pointed at Hiccup's chest. "You don't think about your actions. You don't think how it effects your future. You don't think about other people."

Hiccup sighed. Yeah, he'd _really _missed home.

Stoick sighed and made a quick lap around Hiccup's apartment. It didn't take long. He glared at the air mattress and second-hand seating. His eyes landed on the ceiling and Hiccup was surprised that his glare didn't met through the plaster.

"What is that racket?" Stoick demanded, starting back at his son as if he were the culprit.

"I guess it's music." Hiccup shrugged.

"Hiccup, this was a bad idea. You should come back to Berk." Stoick said. Hiccup tried to say something but Stoick didn't give him the breath. "You haven't made any progress here, Son. You haven't found a better job. Are you planning to work in that sweat shop for the rest of your life? Have you even made friends?"

"I've made friends." Hiccup butted in without thinking. His father's gaze bore into him, waiting for an explanatory follow-up answer, and Hiccup felt his throat tighten. "I have made friends. We were hanging out, that's where I was at, before I was here."

"Do they work at the comic book store?" Stoick asked. The emphasis he put on that sentence reminded Hiccup of the exact reason he'd wanted to leave.

"No, she's a student. She's a waitress." Hiccup defended.

"She?"

Hiccup felt like he'd swallowed marbles. "Yes. She. Her name is Astrid."

"Ah." Stoick said, a shift in his tone. He eyed his son with an expression that Hiccup hadn't seen before. But he didn't like it any more. It was curious, suspicious, and Hiccup wished he'd stop. "A girl. Well, I wasn't expecting that. But, good for you."

Hiccup sighed. That tone. He knew what his father was thinking. He was picturing whatever he saw as weird. A girl that worked at the comic store. Hiccup felt a little pinch of pride. Astrid wasn't anything like the weird girl that Stoick was probably imagining.

Stoick drummed his thick fingers on the counter. He was deliberating. Hiccup knew that 'thinking' face. Back on Berk whenever someone would ask him something he would sit back in his chair and stare at them with that same face.

"Did you forget to bring your coat?" Stoick asked.

"Yeah." Hiccup shrugged.

Stoick reached around and pulled his billfold from his back pocket, thumbed through its contents, and handed Hiccup a fistful of bills.

"What?" Hiccup asked. Not that he wanted to turn down free money but it felt like a charity. And his father's pity wasn't something he wanted to add to.

"For a new coat." Stoick motioned to the money. "It'd be easier that shipping yours down here."

"Thanks, Dad." Hiccup took it. It felt cold in his hand. He looked down at the bills and silently counted, one hundred and fifty.

"Alright, I'll give you one more month. If things aren't looking better by then I'm hauling your ass home." Stoick said, motioning toward him with a pointed finger. He shuffled his feet. "Are you hungry? I've got two hours before I need to get back to the airport."

Hiccup sighed. He didn't want to turn down free food either. He stashed the money in his own wallet and let his father treat him to another hot meal. At this rate he'd have to start working out or he'd gain weight.

X

Hiccup waved as his father's rental car vanished into traffic. No flights came directly to town so he'd flown into St. Louis and drove down. He'd mentioned it several times over the food. It had been costly, timely, and a headache. Hiccup loved his father but he was glad when he was gone.

Back in his apartment Hiccup took his phone from his pocket and turned it on. He felt guilt settle in. This entire ordeal could have been avoided if he'd turned his phone on when he'd gotten it. Sure enough the blue screen lit up and showed thirty missed calls, from Dad. Hiccup groaned.

Why did talking to his father always leave him feeling so…inadequate?

He crossed the room to the window and leaned against the cracked pane. Down on the sidewalk people were walking by. Two girls jogged with their ponytails flailing behind them. A young couple turned the corner pushing a baby stroller. The baby was bundled up against the cold and looked like a wad of blankets. Hiccup watched them pass by absently, until the impact of the view hit him, and he pushed himself away from the window.

A baby. Babies were made by sex. He'd had sex. Unprotected sex. Panic settled in his chest and he paced the length of the room twice before gripping his phone. Should he ask Astrid? Babies were serious. He was sure as hell not ready to be a dad. He pulled up a blank text to Astrid but paused.

How would he ask without sounding like a nutcase? He attempted several times but erased every one. He plopped down on the sofa and ran a hand through his hair.

_Hey, what's up? _A good start, Hiccup sighed. He hit send.

He stared at the blank screen, waiting for the reply, but shook his head. She wouldn't reply right away. She might be busy. He sat his phone on the couch beside him. He returned his hand to his lap when the ding-a-ling default tone signaled his hand back to it. A new message from Astrid.

_Nothing, sitting in lit class. Boo. _

_ Lit class?_

_ Literature_

_ Never had one of those._

_ Lucky lol _

_So, we should talk. _Hiccup swallowed. He could do this.

_What are we doing now?_

_ I mean about that night. Saturday. _

_ Oh_

Oh? What did that mean? Hiccup felt his chest tremble. He stared at his phone, at the blank text box, not knowing what to say. What did she mean by that? His thumb hovered over the keyboard. But Astrid beat him to the next text.

_R u ok? I'm sorry if I was pushy. _

_No, it's ok. _Hiccup swallowed.

_I did kind of jump u. Was that ur first time?_

_Yeah._ Hiccup watched his text go into the conversation. He waited. Why was he dreading this?

_ I'm sorry. _

_For what? _Hiccup was confused. Had he been that bad?

_Jumping you like that. I'm not used to virgins, I guess lol _

Hiccup bit his lip. Did that mean what he thought it meant? _What? Does that mean that you're not? _

_Obviously not lol far from it _

_How far? _Hiccup chewed on the inside of his lip.

_R u asking for my number? Lol_

_ Sure. Why? Is it that high? Lol _

_ No! But that's like asking a girl's weight lol _

_ Oh? So you tell me a lower number to make yourself feel better? Lol _

_Haha, that's mean!_

_ I'm sorry. _

_ It's ok, Hiccup. I realize that you've got a lot to learn about girls. _

_ I'm happy to let you teach me _

_ Lol maybe _

Hiccup smiled. It was true that when it came to girls he was at a loss. It was a lack of experience not smarts. What he didn't know he was eager to learn, like about birth control. But again he was having trouble forming thoughts into words. Maybe he needed to be blunt.

_Astrid - we had unprotected sex. I'm worried. _There. It was sent.

_ Don't be. I take pills for that. _

Hiccup stared at her own bluntness. He was about to respond when Astrid again beat him to it.

_ But thanks for being concerned. I've got to go - ttyl_

_ Ok_

Hiccup's phone went black and he set it on the couch beside him. She took pills for that. She had made it sound so…casual. And that in turn made him feel unsure. Was sex just something she did on the weekends? Like a hobby? He drew pictures and she had sex? Hiccup slouched. Why was this so complicated?

X

Astrid fingered her pen as Dr. Something-or-other went on about Mary Shelley's odd obsession with her mother's grave. She peered around the room. Most students looked half asleep. That one kid was doodling, pencil hanging limply in his hands, something surely amazing being pooped out by absent-minded boredom.

Hiccup probably doodled in school. Astrid sighed. She pulled her eyes from the doodler. Her eyes fell onto the top of her shoe. A scuff mark had appeared somewhere between her apartment and the classroom. It would probably come off, but -

A buzzing distracted her from her thoughts. She glanced down at her backpack's side pocket and saw the tell-tale glowing. She took it out with a practiced hand, held it in her lap, and hide it with crossed legs. A smile broke across her face when she read Hiccup's name.

_Hey, what's up? _

_Nothing, sitting in lit class. Boo. _

_Lit class? _

_ Literature _Right, she'd forgotten that 'lit' was English major jargon. God, was she becoming one of them?

_ Never had one of those._

_ Lucky lol _She meant it.

_So, we should talk. _

Astrid let her enhale slip out slowly. She looked around, no one had noticed, or cared. Those three words were never followed by comforting conversation. She inhaled. She was a big girl. She could do this. Stay in good humor. _What are we doing now?_

_ I mean about that night. Saturday. _

_ Oh _Astrid swallowed. She watched those two letters float into the conversation. A live bomb. They hadn't talked about it. Honestly, she'd avoided it. She hated talking about intimacy. And emotions. _R u ok? I'm sorry if I was pushy. _

_No, it's ok. _

_I did kind of jump u. Was that ur first time? _That's a great thing to ask.

_Yeah._

_I'm sorry. _Of course it had been. It was so obvious he didn't know what he was doing and she came in and practically raped him. She felt her chest tighten.

_For what? _

_Jumping you like that. I'm not used to virgins, I guess lol _Shit! Astrid wanted to take that back and never let Hiccup see it. But it was too late. It was gone, sent, and he was staring at it right now. God, she sounded like such a …

_What? Does that mean that you're not? _

_Obviously not lol far from it _And there she went again. What was wrong with her? Why couldn't she had just said 'no' and let that be?

_How far? _

_R u asking for my number? Lol _Astrid bit her lip. She didn't want him to know that. She felt a twinge of red surged into her cheeks.

_ Sure. Why? Is it that high? Lol _

Hiccup! If he would have been there she'd have punched him. Her embarrassment turned into anger. _No! But that's like asking a girl's weight lol _

_ Oh? So you tell me a lower number to make yourself feel better? Lol _

_ Haha, that's mean! _She knew he was trying to be funny, in his own little quirky way, but he was only making it worse. But she couldn't stay mad at that silly skinny dork.

_ I'm sorry. _

_ It's ok, Hiccup. I realize that you've got a lot to learn about girls. _

_ I'm happy to let you teach me _

_ Lol maybe _Oh, he had nerve. Like most guys he said things in texts that he wouldn't to her face. His attempts to flirt weren't subtle but they were still sweet.

Her phone was silent for a moment and she turned her attention from it. The room was silent. Dr. Something-or-other was looking out at them all over his too-tall podium, expectantly. They'd been asked a question but no one readily raised a voice to answer it.

Astrid avoided eye contact. There was a loaded moment when no one spoke until it was finally broken by the bookworm no-it-all in the front row. Astrid released a held breath. She'd been preoccupied with trying not to be called on and she hadn't noticed the new message.

_ Astrid - we had unprotected sex. I'm worried. _

"And that is it for today. I'll see you on Wednesday." Dr. Something-or-other said, tapping the podium with his hand.

And students were packing up and filing out. Astrid did the same and sent her response quickly. _Don't be. I take pills for that. _His bluntness was refreshing. So was his concern. _But thanks for being concerned. I've got to go - ttyl_

_ Ok_

Astrid was glad to get out of the stuffy English buildings. The cool wind was refreshing even if it let her skin prickled. She went straight to the gym, into the women's locker's room, and plopped down onto one of the benches. She covered her face with her shaking hands. Why did she feel so fucking terrible?

_ So you'll tell me a lower number to make yourself feel better?_

How could such a simple sentence leave her with such a horrible tension in her chest. _Is it that high?_

She was far from virginity. And admitting that to Hiccup had left her feeling like she'd been punched. Guilt. She didn't want to tell him how many guys she'd been with. She didn't want to tell herself how many guys she'd been with. She could feel the guilt souring in her chest and pushing blood into her head. She didn't change into her workout clothes. She slunk down against the wall and let her emotions get the better of her. Water swelled in her eyes and trailed along her cheeks.

It had always been there but Hiccup brought it all to the surface. She had tried to bury it, like she always did, but every time it was a little harder. She never wanted to think about it. Hiccup was sweet, adorable, and until he had met her he'd been pure. Losing one virginity was supposed to be a memorable event, a big step, a decision made with deliberation and thought. And she had just barged in and took it, without asking, without considering what he thought about it. She was right when she had told him she wasn't used to dealing with virgins. Not in a long time, anyway.

God, she probably made him feel like he had to. She was such…a whore.

Astrid was thankful that the locker room was empty. She would rather shave her head than someone see her like this. She wiped the tears on her sleeve. A choking sob slipped out and she cursed herself. She hated the sound of crying. It was so gross and disgusting.

What the _hell _was she doing? Crying over a guy? Astrid Hofferson didn't cry, let alone over a boy. No, she was too strong for that. She was too tough. She pushed herself off the bench and half ran to the wall of sinks. She clasped the ceramic with both hands and stared at her puffy reflection. She splashed cold water over her skin and scrubbed it dry with the rough paper towels.

The girl that stared back at her wasn't who she wanted to see.

"You're strong." Astrid told her reflection.

_You're worthless. _

"Confidence."

_Trash. _

"Power."

_What's wrong with you?_

"Pride."

_Whore._

X
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I apologize for being late on this chapter. Between finals, graduating, and the flu these past two weeks have been kicking my butt. But I'm done with school and feeling better, so, yeah.

Onward!
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Chapter 10: We're the Vikings

A month. What was Hiccup supposed to do in a month that was going to convince his father that he's doing alright? Find a better job? What did his father think a better job was? And if his boss caught wind that Hiccup was even _thinking _about quitting, he'd be fired on the spot.

Hiccup was leaning against the shower wall, forehead pressed again the linoleum, hot water beading down his back. Steam rolled up and filled the tiny bathroom. His residual headache had started when his father arrived and hadn't subsided. He stretched his neck and looked face first into the shower head, closing his eyes against the downpour, running his hands through his soaked hair. He groaned and shook his head vigorously.

His father said, more often than not, that he had always known exactly what he'd wanted. He had set his goals and aimed for the best. He accepted nothing less of himself. He worked tirelessly to achieve those goals. Yes, it was a lecture that Hiccup knew well enough to zone out when it began to come back just as it ended, to stare at his father's expectant face. Then Hiccup would shrug, maybe murmur something about the future, all the while his father would shake his head in disappointment.

Just thinking about that lecture was making his head throb.

Hiccup stepped out of the shower and quickly dried himself. He wrapped the towel around his waist as he opened the bathroom door. Despite being mostly dry, his skin broke out in gooseflesh. He dug in through his closet to find clean underwear. He desperately needed to do laundry. Finally finding a pair, he dressed quickly, in dirty jeans and a hoodie.

He stuck a hand over the vent. He'd turned the heat up to eighty the night before but the air coming out of the vent sure as hell wasn't even warm. He towel-dried his hair and tossed it to the floor. He'd do laundry later, so it didn't matter. He hadn't bought a coat yet either. He groaned. His to-do list kept growing.

Hiccup pulled the hood over his head as he walked to the window. Why did November have to be so blasted cold? With his car still out of commission, probably forever, and his funds tight, it looked like he'd be walking. He stuff his shoes on and made sure to lock his door as he left.

Outside, he had forgotten out quiet it was without that deafening music. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and started his brisk trek to the library. The wind was low but would occasionally gust through his clothes like needles. He held his arms to his sides but it did hardly anything. By the time he was climbing the library's stairs he was shivering beyond control. His teeth were chattering, and his fingers, toes, and face were numb.

As soon as he walked through the doors the heat welcomed him. The harsh contrast stung his face and made him aware of just how cold his clothes were. He took a moment to take in the temperature. He looked around the lounge area and spotted Astrid's blonde hair almost immediately. She was sitting down by the window, book laid open on the coffee table, pencil flicking between her fingers, hair pulled back into a loose ponytail.

She glanced up from her studies as he approached and her tired face broke out into a wide smile.

"Hey," Astrid said, breathless although smiling.

"Afternoon," Hiccup returned the smile. He sat down across from her. There were shadows under her eyes. She wasn't wearing the usual thin eyeliner and her face looked almost naked. Her blue eyes weren't as bright today and reflected the same exhaustion as her voice. "Are you okay?"

"Me? Yeah. Just tired. Stayed up doing some homework." Astrid nodded. She reached for a reusable coffee mug and put it to her lips. It had the stylized logo of the university, a red and black wooden shield with _Vikings _in big broad letters, and a little cartoon horned helmet hanging from the letter 'V.'

"Vikings?" Hiccup nodded to the cup.

"Yeah, that's us." Astrid half-laughed. "You should see the mascot. It's this giant Viking head with this normal sized body, with a little axe and shield. At homecoming he fights a paper dragon."

"Sounds interesting."

"It's actually not bad." Astrid shrugged. She sighed, "I know I don't have coffee for you. I've been here a while. I thought I'd get some work in on this damn paper."

"I thought finals weren't for like a month?"

"Yeah, but I'd like to have this done by then so I don't have to worry about it. One less thing, you know?"

"Yeah." Hiccup nodded. "I'm going to get coffee, be right back."

Hiccup stood up. Astrid gave him a quick smile, a temporary goodbye, and began to organize her papers and books and put them away into a backpack. He returned a moment later with a disposable cup steaming with warm vapors that he eagerly inhaled. The last of the ice that had settled into his lungs was melting. He sunk back onto the couch and sipped it.

"Anything wrong?"

"Hmm?" Hiccup lowered the coffee from his lips and looked at her. She was leaning forward on her knees, narrowed and interested eyes pinned on him.

"You seemed distracted."

"Oh, no, no, I'm…not distracted." Hiccup shook his head.

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah."

"You don't sound sure."

"I'm sure."

"How sure?"

"I'm okay, Astrid, really."

"I'm a good listener, you know."

Hiccup groaned. She was so persistent. He rubbed his face with his free hand. He rested his chin on his palm and turned to look at her. Her face hadn't changed. Her stare was no accusatory or dismissive. There was a genuine want to listen, an ear open, and it made his heart do that thump-thump that he'd come to associate with Astrid. He sighed. She wasn't going to stop.

"It's my dad." Hiccup said. He told Astrid about how he'd freaked out and made an emergency flight down.

"He was worried about you. It's kind of sweet." Astrid said, after he'd paused. "And…that's bad?"

"Yes! No! I don't know." Hiccup took a sip of his coffee. "It's hard to explain."

"Try me," Astrid smiled. Raw encouragement.

"Me dad doesn't…understand. It's like everything that I do falls short of his expectations. It's like…he thinks that I should be exactly like he was, so that I can grow up to be just like him, or something." Hiccup shrugged. "We went to lunch when he was here and he went into his lecture about how he had his life all in order by the time he was my age, and how he knew exactly who he was, what he wanted, and where he wanted to go. He…expects me to be the same…and I just…can't."

"It's perfectly fine to not know what you want out of life." Astrid said.

"He always made me feel so…inadequate." Hiccup slumped, elbows to knees, coffee griped in his hands. He sipped it. Bitter.

Astrid paused. "We're not our parents. You're not your father. You can't be like him. He is him and you are you. He made his mistakes and you get to make yours. It's not just what we want to achieve, it's how we get there.

"That's retrospective." Hiccup turned to look at her.

"We spent a forty-five minute discussion talking about life, and how we become ourselves through a series of events that we may or may not control." Astrid shrugged. "I feel like I could be a psychologist after that class."

Hiccup smiled. "Thanks. But that doesn't help me know what to do. I just wish he would tell me what he wanted me to do. And I don't know what I'm going to discover it and do it with a month."

"Well, what do _you _want to do?"

"I don't know."

"Where do you see yourself in ten years?"

"Hell if I know." Hiccup groaned. "I wanted to get out of Berk and I did that."

"Why did you want to leave?"

"Because it was suffocating." Hiccup shrugged. "And now that I'm out I don't know what to do. It's all I wanted to do for so long that I hadn't thought of the after. I supposed I thought that if I got away…everything would just fall into place."

"Have you thought about school?" Astrid suggested. She motioned around her. "It's not the best university in the country but it's not bad. I kind of like it."

"School?" Hiccup shook his head. "I can't pay for that."

"Student loans?"

"I don't know." Hiccup shrugged. "What would be the point?"

"Enriching your education, broadening your horizons, stretching your social circle, gaining invaluable experience, and whatnot."

"While all that sounds fun and inviting, _money _is still the problem. I couldn't work enough to live on and go to school at the same time."

"They have classes at almost any time so finding ones that will work around a schedule is easier than you think. And, you could always move with me with and save on rent." Astrid said like it was the easiest thing in the world.

Hiccup was about to speak but his words were forgotten on the tip of his tongue. Move in together? What? He mental shook himself. She was doing it again, being so damn persistent. "They should hire you for advertisement."

Astrid smiled. The lightest of blushes warmed her cheeks. "I'm sorry. I just…I guess I don't want you to have to go back to Berk. I like having you here."

Hiccup felt a blush mirror hers on his own cheeks. Then he remembered her words again, her mild suggestion of moving in. "Don't you think it's a bit early to move in together?"

Astrid shrugged. "Maybe, but it would be more logical, money-wise. I mean, what do you pay in rent? Five hundred a month? That would be five hundred _more _in your pocket.

Hiccup cleared his throat and took a long sip from the cooling coffee. Astrid drank from her insulated mug. He could see his father's glare if he told him he was moving in with someone, let along a girl, and who knows that he would then tell to the rest of the family. Everyone in Berk would know by Christmas.

"So," Hiccup said, with great interest in changing the subject, "What's your paper on?"

"Oh, it's stupid. It's Frankenstein." Astrid shrugged. "I'm nailed down feminism, but after that I'm at a loss."

"What does that mean?"

"Feminism? It's just the theme of the paper. I'm supposed to be finding some kind of argument or whatever about the women in the book."

"You don't seem like a very good English nerd."

Astrid half-laughed and gave him a short glare, as humored as it was annoyed, and poked his side. "I know. I don't like this analyzing stuff. I don't care about what Frankenstein is trying to say about society."

"I can't help you there." Hiccup shook his head.

"If you went to school what would you go into?" Astrid sighed.

"I have no idea."

"What are you into?"

Hiccup shrugged.

"You don't have any hobbies? You draw."

"Yeah, but I don't want to make a career out of drawing." Hiccup sighed.

"Teaching?"

"I don't know."

"Biology?"

"What would I do with that?"

"…be a biologist?"

"I'm serious," Hiccup laughed.

"So am I." Astrid returned his giggle. "There's chemistry, too."

"Bleh."

"There's a million options with computers. Engineering. Design."

"I don't know." Hiccup sighed. What did he like to do? "I don't know if school is what my dad had in mind. I wish he'd just tell me what he wanted from me. I guess… I just have this unsettling feeling that no matter what I do…he'll be disappointed."

"Maybe he doesn't know what he wants either." Astrid shrugged. "Have you gotten a coat yet?"

"No." Hiccup shrugged.

"You should get on that, Hiccup. It's only going to get colder. I hear there's snow predicated for this weekend."

"Great." Hiccup groaned. Snow made him think of Berk. It always snowed, from October to April, it seemed. "Yeah, I'll get on that."

"We can go. Make an afternoon of it." After suggested. "Shopping is more fun when we're in a team."

"Sure," Hiccup smiled.

Astrid stood up.

"Oh, right now?" Hiccup asked.

"Sure, what else have you got to do?" Astrid shrugged toward his half-drunk coffee.

"True." Hiccup nodded.

He finished his coffee while Astrid called a cab. She drained her mug and buttoned her peacoat. She slung her backpack over her shoulder and motioned for him to follow. The cab picked them up right outside and after taking her bag back to her apartment, they were on their way to the mall. They walked inside, talking, with Hiccup fighting back gooseflesh. It felt so comfortable and casual. Astrid made him feel that way and he would love to get used to it. Every time she would look at him and their eyes would meet, his blood would race.

Astrid gentle placed her hand on his upper arm to guide him along the right side of the mall. When they fell in step with each other she slid her arm through his, hooking elbows. Hiccup felt his heart thump and he couldn't choke down the smile that wormed onto his lips. They walked from store to store and within the hour Hiccup was wearing his new coat, a brown peacoat that Astrid had complimented.

It made him look sophisticated, she'd said. _Sophisticated_.

And it was warm, too.

They continued to walk the mall's length. To him, two people walking arm in arm meant that they were a couple. He and Astrid hung out together, made plans to see each other, already technically had sex, and spent a weekend in the same bed. What did that mean?

"Astrid," Hiccup asked, not sure of how to ask what he wanted.

"Yes?"

"I just…what is this?"

"What is what?"

"This, us, this thing that's going on."

"Oh."

Hiccup swallowed. Had he burst something? Revealed some obscure secret? Astrid took a small step away from him and he felt panic quake in his chest. She shifted her feet. She was being so quiet. It was making him nervous.

"Labeling relationships is always complicated." Astrid finally said. She was looking into the window of Things Remembered, at the shiny silver matching set of more things that most people could ever need, and hesitating. "What is this to you?"

"I don't know."

"That's not much of an answer."

"Then what's yours?"

Astrid came to a stop. They were standing near the doors where the sunlight was disappearing fast. She looked out at the parking lot then down at his shoes. "Hiccup, I like you. Really. And I don't want to scare you away." She looked up at him with wide eyes, exposed softness, a tender center brushed free of learned crust and roughness.

"That'd be hard for you to do." Hiccup said after a prolonged moment in which he had been speechless. Her words were genuine and had stabbed into him like hot knifes, leaving his insides on fire.

Astrid's face subsided into a grateful smile, a thin glisten on her bright blue eyes, and her hands reached up to hold onto the pockets of his coat. What compelled him, he didn't know, but he was reached his hands to her elbows and leaned down to kiss her. It wasn't the dramatic kiss he wished he had been, just a peck on the lips. He pulled away and the warmth on her face melted him.

She was the first girl he'd kissed. She was looking up at him and Hiccup wished the moment would last longer. She patted his chest.

"Come on, I've got homework to do and you've got work in the morning."

On the cab ride back through town, Hiccup imagined what it would feel like to get out at the same apartment, _their _apartment. That weekend that he'd spent with her had been amazing. If every day could be like that weekend he didn't know what he'd do.

X
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Chapter 11: Midnight Worries

Thursday left Hiccup exhausted. With his car still out of order, Hiccup took a cab back to his apartment and despite the noise from above, he collapsed onto his air mattress, which felt less…inflated than it should have been. He flopped his arm out and it landed into the mattress like a wet towel.

A leak. Great. That's just what he wanted.

He kicked his shoes off, fighting a bit with the heel of his fake foot, and crawled up into the middle of his flattening bed. He pulled his pillow over his head and if he'd had more energy he would have screamed out his frustration, but his lungs were using all their energy to breath.

His brain had been buzzing all day. He'd moved out here to get away from Berk and find his own way. And it had worked, for a while. But then every day had become the same. He slept, worked, and slept again, all while trying to ignore the emo-club that seemed to live upstairs. He'd wanted something new, different, and exciting, and in a way he'd thought that it would just appear, happen as a result of the move, but it hadn't.

Then Astrid appeared like a summer storm, fierce and sudden. She was different than anyone he'd ever met. She'd kept coming back, resurfacing. And she was offering him a chance to do something he'd never thought he would, school. But…school? It was exciting but seemed out of his reach. It was like a dream that he'd thought about but never honestly considered.

And living with a girl? Things between them were suddenly moving too fast. Thinking about it made his blood race, his face heat, and his hands twitch. Should he move in with a girl that he'd known for just a couple months? They'd hung out, even had sex, and could stand each other for more than ten minutes at a time, but what did they really know about each other? What did he know about her?

Hiccup threw the pillow with the unexpected question; what was her last name? Had she told him? For some reason he felt as though she had. Then he should remember, right? But at the current moment he couldn't find it. Maybe she hadn't told him.

Fine, forget about names. What was her favorite food? Chinese? She'd made that fried rice concoction. But…that didn't mean that Chinese was her favorite. She like coffee, he knew.

Great. Coffee. That's all he had. Her first name and coffee.

What was he even doing? This entire thing was bound to end in disaster, like everything else. Hiccup groaned. He couldn't calm his pounding heart. It was hammering against this chest like the beat coming through the ceiling. He pushed himself off the bed in a rush, fumbling over his legs and landing in a heap on the floor, cursing as he pushed up to stand.

He didn't change. His phone and keys were still in his jean pocket. He locked the door behind him and was bolting down the hallway. He wasn't sure what he was doing but his brain wasn't functioning properly. In what felt like a matter of seconds, he was standing in front of Astrid's door, knuckles rapping against the wood like the sky was falling.

"I'm coming!" he heard her annoyed and tired voice from the other side. There was a shadow underneath the door, a pause as the deadbolt was undone, and the door was thrust open a crack. Astrid's blue eye appeared through it, narrowed but alert, and a bit confused. "Hiccup?"

She pulled the door open the rest of the way and returned a wooden baseball bat to it's resting place beside the doorframe.

"Astrid, what are we doing?" Hiccup demanded.

"What?" Astrid raised a brow, choking down a yawn.

Hiccup pushed past her and into her darkened apartment. She was wearing her pajamas, a loose t-shirt and patterned pants, with her hair tied back in a messy braid. She'd been sleeping, he assumed, and was now watching his with sleepy curiosity. She closed the door behind him, refastened the deadbolt, and flipped the light switch. The room was suddenly filled with florescent light as he paced across the living room.

"Hiccup, what's wrong?" Astrid crossed her arms over her chest.

"I don't know anything about you." Hiccup said suddenly, coming to a stop, throwing his arms out wide.

"What do you mean?"

"I-I was thinking, and I mean, you like coffee. Your name is Astrid. Other than but, I don't know anything about you. And I-I can't be moving in with someone that I barely know, I mean, we've slept together, but what does that even mean? It's a big step and I don't…I don't know if it's a good idea. It's a lot, and I don't know what I think about it." While Hiccup spoke, moving his arms and shoulders a bit sporadically, he shifted from one foot to the other, and Astrid watched him silently. When it appeared than he was finished, she uncrossed her arms, and swallowed.

"Is that why you're here?"

"I-I guess." Hiccup shrugged, then nodded, "Yes."

His eyes were pinning on her for a reaction, anticipating anything.

"Because you don't know anything about me?" she asked. Her blue eyes were sinking doubt into him like ice.

"Yes." Hiccup nodded.

"I don't know anything else about you, either." Astrid said.

Hiccup opened his mouth but his words froze on his tongue. He swallowed. She was right. A calm, slight smile drifted across her pale pink lips. She was looking at him with an expression that he couldn't identify. They seemed to stand there in silence for hours, staring at each other, waiting for the other to make the next move, to fire the next complaint, to do anything. Finally, Astrid took a step toward him.

"Hiccup, you don't have to listen to me if you don't want to." Astrid said calmly. "It's not like moving in together is a major commitment, it's not 1950 anymore. Besides, finding a roommate anymore is much more of a crapshoot."

Hiccup nodded, shrugging his shoulders, knowing that she was right again. Her calm words were asserting strength into his doubting self-conscious fears.

"It's just…I don't know." Hiccup looked down at his shoes. He looked down at the carpet to see if he'd tracked dirt in. Luckily, he hadn't.

"What is it?" she asked, biting back a yawn.

"I just…I don't understand how…"

"How what, Hiccup? Tell me what's bothering you."

He burst. "I don't understand how a girl like you could honestly be interested in a guy like me."

"What?" Astrid asked, the tiredness vanished and her voice gained a sharpness that made the hair on his arm stand.

"You've got an angle, you have to. I-I…pretty girls like you don't talk to guys like me." Hiccup stammered. It had been on his mind since he'd met her and he couldn't stop it from flowing out into the air, like a poisonous gas, expanding faster than he could contain it.

Astrid opened her mouth but for a moment nothing came out. She was struggled with words, caught in her throat, and when her voice finally returned, Hiccup felt it stab into his chest. "What? 'Pretty girls like you?' What the fuck does that mean?"

Hiccup knew that he'd struck a nerve. Her voice was a pitch higher than normal. He swallowed, trying to find the words to back himself up. "I-I'm not…you're a pretty girl, Astrid, with a future, and friends, and I'm just…this…skinny nerdy weird guy that girls don't notice unless I'm in their way. I'm not strong, or handsome, or rich."

"So girls like me can only like a boy if he's strong, handsome, and rich?" Astrid's voice was acid.

"No, no, I mean," Hiccup fumbled, again. "I'm…a hiccup." Before Astrid could ask, "It's a thing that they did back in Berk. They call the runt of the little a hiccup…a mistake, unless, a…spasm. Because it usually died or got eaten…because it's a hiccup. And girls like you aren't interested in hiccups. Why would you be? I don't have anything. I'm just…a hiccup."

And his words were gone. He didn't know what else to say. He'd spilled his guts all over her carpet and was left to stand in them and gape and wait for her to clean them up or else he'd have to carry them back to his apartment in his arms.

"Hiccup," Astrid said. She took a step closer.

He dared to look at her. Her temper had faded and had been replaced with a comforting smile he hadn't imagined would be there. She was warmth, like fire, and it pushed through his worries and doubts. She came another step close and grasped both of his hands in hers.

"I don't care that you're not the strongest or hottest, or have the most money. I don't care about any of that. I don't know what it is about you that I like so much. You're sweet, honest, clearheaded, and…amazing. You have beautiful eyes that remind me of summer. And then you've got those narrow hips, _gods_, and this self-conscious thing you've got is…adorable." Astrid knelt down to peer into his downcast eyes. "And when we talk it's like you actually care about what I say, you listen to me."

Hiccup could only stare. He liked that about her, too. She listened. She always had an open ear to whatever his concerns or worries were. Like tonight, she had let him rant and wail and she'd remained quiet and simply listened.

"Hiccup, you say that you don't know anything about me, but I don't really know that much about you, either. Shit, I don't even know your real name." Astrid smiled, exhaustion returned. "Look, my morning class got cancelled tomorrow, and I'm not pressuring you, but if you'd like to stay and talk then you are more than welcomed to. I'd love you get to know you better."

The swelling fear in his chest had deflated. It had been absorbed into the warmth that Astrid spread. She reached around him and hung her arms around his torso, hugging him tight, and then whispered into his shirt.

"What?" Hiccup asked, gingerly fingering a stray hair that dashed out of her braid.

"Whatever you want to do is fine. But I'm exhausted." Astrid yawned. "Someone woke me up."

"Sorry about that. Did you want to talk or sleep?"

"We can talk until I pass out. And then, if you stay, we can talk in the morning." Astrid smiled into his shirt.

"Okay." Hiccup nodded.

"You want something to sleep in?" Astrid asked, looking him up and down.

"Oh, uh," Hiccup shifted.

"Or, if you're a boxers kind of guy that's fine to." Astrid nodded. She walked over to the light switch and flipped it off. She vanished into the bedroom and Hiccup heard her flop onto the bed.

Hiccup emptied his pockets onto the counter, phone and keys and a receipt he didn't remember, and followed her into the darkened bedroom. In the dark he wasn't embarrassed when he unbuttoned his jeans and pushed the down his legs and left them in a heap on the floor as he walked to the bedside. He sat down and pulled his shirt over his head. It had been sweat through that day and he'd hate to smothering a dirty shirt on Astrid's sheets. Of course he wouldn't have showered before he'd just barged over here. He probably smelled, too.

_I kind of like it_, she'd said.

"I'm glad you decided to stay." Astrid mumbled. She laughed, sleepily, and added, "Too bad it's not storming, right?"

Hiccup didn't smile. "Astrid, what does that mean to you?"

"Storms?"

"The sex."

"Oh." Astrid sighed. "I don't know…it's just sex, you know? It's like, on the weekends, you go out, drink, dance, and find someone to have sex with, and maybe you're friends afterward and maybe he ends up being a giant dick and you never talk to him again. It's…like a thing that we do."

"That's it?" Hiccup asked. "It's just a thing you do on the weekends? Like watching a movie? It's that casual and normal?"

"I don't know. I guess so." Astrid said quietly. "Why? What does it mean to you?"

"It's…a thing, you know? It's special, not casual, but…it's like the most powerful thing two people can do, like a ritual of love, and trust." Hiccup could hear the words coming out of his mouth, in his voice, but it sounded…silly. But he believed it. It was just never spoken, never given a definition. Before Astrid, it hadn't needed one.

"I like you, Hiccup, I really do, but I'm not ready to say that I love you." Astrid said, plainly, like she was speaking of the weather on a cloudy day. In that same tone she added, "Do you love me, Hiccup?"

"No, I don't think so." Hiccup said. He liked her, but when he thought about her he felt a balloon of doubt in his chest. "I really like you, but love is a strong word."

Astrid didn't say anything. Hiccup waited, and after a prolonged pause, he whispered, "Astrid?"

She was asleep. Her even breathing was soothing, calming like rain, and much more pleasant to fall asleep to than the booming music of his strange neighbors. With the warmth of her pushy comforter surrounding him it was easy to find sleep, to find that nook on the mattress that cradled his body just right, and drift into the dreamless bliss that would swiftly usher him into the morning.

X
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Chapter 12: Waffles?

Hiccup stirred. The sunlight was streaming in from the window, illuminating Astrid's bedroom in a brightness that was both pleasant and stinging. Hiccup rolled over, with his back to the window, and tried to find that sleepy comfort. But he was awake. He rolled onto his other side. Astrid was laying on her stomach, half of her face buried in its plush, hair braided to avoid tangles.

She was still sound asleep. Even asleep she was beautiful. Like something out of a magazine. The light fluttered around her like an extended halo.

Last night they had stayed up, just talking. They'd laid in bed in the dim light, under the warm blankets, in pajamas. It was…so pleasant. He didn't want to fall asleep. He wanted to stay, right there, in those moments, with Astrid, forever. He'd been…happy. He could really get used to it.

"So what did you want to talk about?" Astrid had said, biting back a yawn.

"Let's start small. What is your last name?" Hiccup asked, thinking he was looking at her but wasn't sure. In the dark all he could make out was an outline and slightly varying shades of shadow.

"I've told you, I think. It's Hofferson." Astrid nodded.

"Right, I did know that." Hiccup said, suddenly feeling ridiculous. "Your Uncle Finn lives in Berk."

"Yes." Astrid said. "My turn. What's your real first name? and your last night, while your at it."

"One question at a time."

"I didn't know you had rules." Astrid said, a tired half-laugh.

"I just made them up. For fairness's sake."

"Okay. What's your real first name?"

Hiccup inhaled. Astrid must have heard it. He heard the sound of hair against the pillow, like she was turning her head to look at him, and he almost wished he could see her. But then again, in the dark he had a much broader sense of confidence.

"Harold."

"Harold?"

"Yes."

"Then why not have 'Harry' as a nickname instead? Or does it not fit, thematically?"

"Because 'Hiccup' fit a lot better." he said flatly. "But I'm sure 'Harry' would have made a childhood on Berk at least a little better."

"Not since you're not very hairy."

"Astrid."

"What? I mean, I didn't see anything but I touched you."

"Astrid."

"Don't worry, super hairy guys freak me out. I like your smoothness."

Hiccup sighed. It was her question. Wasn't it? No, she'd asked her question about being called 'Harry'.

"Of course, with 'Harry' you open the door to Harry Potter jokes."

"I don't get it."

"You know, the nerdy kid that didn't fit in and turns out he's a wizard?"

"I know the concept. I never saw those movies."

"You…you've never seen the Harry Potter movies? Read them?"

"No."

"I know what our next date is going to be. Potter-thon."

"Really?"

"Abso-fucking-lutely." Astrid said humorously, yawning. "What's your last name?"

"Haddock. And that's like three questions for you. My turn." Hiccup said. "What's your favorite food?"

"It changes from time to time. I'm on a Chinese kick recently. But I really like strawberries. Shortcake. You?"

"I don't know. A friend of mine's mom makes really good crab cakes."

"Those sound gross."

"They're really good. They're not too fishy or too sweet."

"I don't like seafood. Too fishy."

"But you like Chinese."

"Chinese isn't seafood. It's rice and broccoli and chow mein." Astrid inhaled, releasing it slowly. "Who's this friend? I didn't think you were popular."

"I wasn't. But I had a friend," Hiccup half-laughed, even thought it wasn't funny. "Frode. We called him Fishlegs. Please don't ask, because it's a really long, stupid story, with the logic of five year olds."

"Fishlegs?"

"Yes."

"So…it was Hiccup and Fishlegs?"

"Why do you say it like that?"

"It sounds like a fantasy novel, or a pirate story."

"If it were my life would be a lot more interesting."

"Why? What made it boring?"

"I-I didn't do a lot." Hiccup admitted. "I didn't have a lot of friends. I didn't go out and…party, or whatever everyone else did."

"Well, I'm glad you ended up as you are. I like you."

He didn't want to believer her when she said things like that so easily. He wanted to call her bluff and storm out, pushing this impossible woman from his mind, from his life, but he wanted so desperately to believe her. "Thanks."

"Thank _you_."

Whose question was it? "Where did you grow up?"

"California, Sacramento, but I don't remember it, and Los Angeles after that. I spent a summer in San Diego. My parents told me that we lived in Denver for a year but I don't remember that either. I just remember living in Los Angles. What about you?"

"Just Berk." Hiccup said. He'd never been to California. Moving across the Mississippi was as far west as he'd ever gotten. "Berk was always so rainy and cold. California sounds amazing."

"It's not as amazing as everyone that doesn't live there thinks it is. I mean, it's sunny, and mostly warm all the time, but it's a super weird place. I mean, I couldn't wait to get away from it."

"Why did you want to leave?"

"It just…got old. I needed a change, you know? To get out."

"Yeah, I understand that." Hiccup sighed. He listened to her breathing for a moment or two, trying to think of a better question that what her favorite color was, when he heard a gentle snore ease from her relaxed throat. Her breathing was even and soft. He whispered, "Astrid?"

She'd fallen asleep.

Hiccup had laid awake for a little while after that, better questions running through his mind, but they all escaped as sleep came over him too. And now he was awake, the sunlight warming the air, lighting the subtle red tint on the walls. He hadn't noticed it before.

This was so pleasant. _This_. This waking up in the sunlight, next to a girl whose opinion somehow matters more than anything to him, whose next word wasn't anticipated with dread. He wanted to know what she was going to say, wanted to hear her voice.

"Good morning," her sleepy whisper came through a little hoarse. Astrid was laying in the same place she'd been, but her bright blues were open, watching him.

"Morning."

X

"How do you do that?" Hiccup asked.

"Do what?" Astrid turned to ask, genuinely confused, thinking that she'd done something strange.

"Make freezer waffles sexy."

She'd smiled. She couldn't help it. He'd said it so simply, with the shyness that turned everything he said into truth.

"I don't know." she shrugged. She side-glanced at the waffles resting in the toaster. She didn't know that freezer waffles _could_ be made sexy. But she was glad that he thought that she could, whether or not that was good. She turned around and rested her back against the countertop, so she could face Hiccup, who was sitting at the island. "Okay, my turn. Who, and where, was your first kiss?"

Hiccup's casual smile vanished instantly. "On the lips."

"Of course."

Hiccup looked down at the counter, fidgeted his thumbs, and swallowed. "You. Your bedroom."

She felt a lump in her throat but she moved passed it. "Really?"

Hiccup blushed and looked away.

"I mean, that's not…bad." Astrid said. She was a bad liar on the spot. Hiccup's shoulders fell. "I mean, it's kind of…refreshing. You know, to know that you were somebody's first something. That way I know where you lips have been."

"I guess." Hiccup shrugged.

Great. Way to go, Astrid. You embarrassed him. What a bitch. "Is it weird for me to ask why?"

Hiccup sighed. "Not really. It's not a sad story, it's just…lame. I was anti-social, and didn't 'date' or anything. Girls didn't look at me, like I said."

"I don't know why, you're adorable." Astrid said. She meant it. He was. It seemed to help but it didn't undo the damage that she'd done.

"My love life consisted of a bully that pushed me down, kissed me on the cheek, and said I was her boyfriend for the day in the third grade." Hiccup said, a bit downcast, but he overlaid it with his sarcastic humor.

"And your sex life?" Astrid added, and knew as soon as the words left her lips that she'd been too blunt.

"Remember that night in your room?" Hiccup asked, "Yeah, that was it."

"I was your first." Astrid said it as a fact, not as a question.

Hiccup nodded, "Yeah."

"_That _is refreshing." Astrid said. Hiccup looked at her, a different look in his eye, that made her immediately support herself with an explanation. "It's always kind of daunting when you're with someone and you think of how many others they've been with. There's a kind of…magic purity with the first time. It's like…the first bite of a donut that is delicious but with every bite after that it's not as good."

She watched him swallow. He was looking at her, a determination that slightly unnerved her. Most of the time he'd had a shy, curious look, but every once in a while she saw a glimpse of something…darker. It was fierce, strong, and probably braver than he knew. It was intriguing to know there was that side of him, one she hadn't seen, but right now his eyes were driving stakes into chest.

"What?"

"Did you listen to what you just said?"

"Yes?"

"How many guys have you slept with?"

Oh. _Oh_. She had said that. And he couldn't have missed those obvious parallels between him and her. She looked away from him. She remembered the waffles. She turned back around and picked them up and plopped them down on the plate she'd set out. The butter and warmed syrup were already on the island. She held the plate in both hands and set it in front of Hiccup. He was still staring at her. He didn't look down at the waffles. He didn't even make a notion that they were there.

He's being so…damn persistent. She loved it but wished he's stop aiming it at her.

"Astrid?"

"I know." Astrid said. She looked down. Honestly, she didn't want him to know. She didn't want herself to know but she did. "I don't want to tell you."

She dared a glance up at him. He was still staring at her. God, he must think her such a whore. He finally looked down at his waffles. "Can I have a fork?"

"Oh, right, of course." Astrid said, glad for the change of subject, glad for something to do with her hands. She pulled a fork out of the drawer and set it down beside the plate.

"Are you going to tell me?" Hiccup asked.

Damn him. "Why do you want to know?"

"Because you know mine. And I want to know if it's as astronomically high as you make it out to be."

"Nineteen." Astrid said to the floor.

"Nineteen?" Hiccup repeated.

"Yes." Astrid could feel his eyes on her. Nineteen. After hitting the double digits it didn't matter. It all felt the same amount of horrible. She crossed her arms over her chest. She was exposed.

"Is that…times, or guys?"

"Guys." She felt like she was in an interrogation.

"So…"

"Don't ask me how many times. I don't know." She spat, more bitterly than she intended. But it did the trick. She looked back up at Hiccup. He was leaning back, fork in hand, watching her.

"Okay." Hiccup nodded. He jabbed the fork into the stack of waffles.

"Are you upset?" Astrid asked, purposefully waiting for his mouth to be full so he would have to think on it before he spoke. "I understand, if you are, I mean, if you told me that you'd been with…that many, I'd feel…not special. But, it's not like that, Hiccup, I promise."

"Then what is it like? Is this something that you do every couple of weeks? Are you into me now but in a month are you going to be moving on to some other guy?" Hiccup asked, insecurities flashing in his eyes.

"I hope not." Astrid shook her head. He looked at her. "I like you, I really do, and it's going to take a lot to make me sick of you."

Hiccup took another bite of waffle. Syrup dripped down his chin and she fought back the urge to lean over the island top and lick it off for him. No, not right after that conversation. He took another bite and used his finger to wipe his chin clear.

"So I'm guessing that high school wasn't you're heyday?" Astrid asked. He poked her and she was going to poke him back.

"No." Hiccup said, staring down at his waffles as he cut them through. When she didn't say anything after, he continued, "It sucked, more or less. I spent a lot of time by myself, trying to not go crazy. I-I, uh, had this crush on a girl, she was popular. I wasn't. I asked her to the junior prom. She laughed at him."

"That's rude." Astrid commented. She could have at least just declined. There's no need to be so harsh. Such bitches.

"Yeah. I didn't even bother with the whole prom ordeal the next year. I spent the night at Fishlegs's playing Halo." Hiccup shrugged.

"Halo?" It was a game, right? In space?

Hiccup sighed. "A video game. You aren't into that kind of stuff?"

"Not really. I'm more of a tangible, physical kind of girl. You know? I like games that I can touch, like checkers. I like books that I can hold and smell."

"You smell books?"

"Yes. They smell nice. It's like aerated intelligence."

Hiccup smiled. "So…was your prom experience better?"

"I'd say so." Astrid said. She was intimidated by what he thought. She didn't understand why. No one else's opinion bothered her. But this skinny kid's did. She didn't want to say the wrong thing and become _that girl _again. She probably was _that_ _girl_ but she didn't want Hiccup to think so. "I went to prom my sophomore year. It was a little awkward because most of the girls were older than me, and they kind of had this glare that I was invading their…sophisticated party, or whatever. But it wasn't a bad time. The next year was better. We stayed out too late, drank, hung out in the park until the sun came up."

"Did you go your senior year?"

"Yeah." Astrid smiled. As long as they were sharing, "I went with a basketball player. He had a bright red Cadillac. You know, he almost got to play with the Lakers. Didn't make it. Fell into drugs. Dropped the ball. Literally."

"A red Cadillac?"

"Yeah." Astrid nodded. It had been a _really_ nice car. Shiny. Leather seats in a light pinkish tan. A really nice backseat. But Hiccup didn't need to know about that. But for some reason she felt like he already knew.

"Was that your first time?"

Damn him. He knew. But she sighed, "No."

She knew he was looking at her again.

"Are you going to eat?" Hiccup asked.

"Yeah," Astrid said. She'd forgotten to put more waffles in her tiny toaster. It only had two slots, two waffles at a time. She reached for the box on the counter, and began to untangle two more frozen waffles from the package. "I was sixteen."

"What?"

"I was sixteen when I lost my virginity." Astrid said plainly. It was blunt time. "With my boyfriend at the time. In his basement. It was awkward. Was it awkward for you?"

Bingo. Hiccup looked distracted by this question. "A little."

Subject change. She needed something else to talk about. Turn the tables. Embarrass him. Call out his short comings. Anything to get the spotlight off hers. His were much less…regrettable.

"So," Astrid said, with a lightning bolt of inspiration, "If _that _was your first time, and you've not had a sex life, then it's safe to say that you've never had a blowjob?"

It had the effect that she'd wanted. He almost choked on his last bite but regained his posture and swallowed. He looked down at the plate, at the floor, at the ceiling, at his hands, anywhere but at her. His cheeks were red and he was twitching.

This was it, a moment of weakness. Astrid pounced on it. She plopped her waffles on his empty plate and walked around the island to sit beside him. She scooped butter with one hand and place the other on his knee. As she smothered the top waffle in butter while she slid her hand up from his knee, along his thigh, making him jitter and twitch.

She was about a thumb's length away from his zipper when a electronic beat burst into the air. They both jumped. Astrid reached to the counter where she'd left her phone.

"What kind of a ring tone is that?" Hiccup asked, a little breathless.

"It's not. It's an alarm. I've got class in an hour." Astrid said. She cleared the alarm on her phone and put it back on the counter. She went back to the waffles and quickly chopped it up into large bits and stuffed several bites into her mouth at once. She chewed and swallowed. "I'm going to shower."

Astrid flew to the bathroom and turned the water on and had just pulled her shirt over her head when she had a sudden thought. She tossed her shirt to the pile and opened the door, cracking it enough to poke her head through, while still hiding her breasts from him. Modesty.

"Hey," Astrid called, "If you're still here for lunch we can get Chinese."

"Okay." Hiccup said back. He was still sitting at the counter. He'd turned around to look at her, a bit of embarrassed innocence reddening across his cheeks.

Astrid shut the door. The steam was heating up the bathroom. The water was hot and felt great on her skin. She tossed her pajama pants in the same pile as her shirt. Maybe one day she'll upgrade and get a hamper. But right now clothes on the floor were fine.

X

Don't you want waffles now?
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Chapter 13: Chinese Takeout

Hiccup almost choked on the half-chewed waffled in his mouth when Astrid's deliberate touch slid passed his knee. Her bluntness never ceased to send him wheeling backwards, desperately trying to recover, but she was quicker than he at these things. She knew what she was doing whereas he was clueless.

Her hand slid higher along his thigh and he could feel the blood rushing from his brain to his groin. Nervous wouldn't begin to describe how he felt. He was panicking, shaking slightly, and excited. His stomach was in knots and he wanted to tell her to stop, after the conversation they'd just had, but he wanted her to continue. He wanted to do dirty things with her that he'd never dreamed of. He tried to push the number nineteen from his mind, as far as it could go, but it kept resurfacing.

Arousal pressed against his blue jeans, and Hiccup inhaled, waiting for Astrid's hand to tread the last few inches to his zipper. It was now or never, he told himself, to stop her or let her. He decided quickly that he didn't _want_ to stop her.

A startling buzz of a tone broke the moment, shattered it, and Astrid's hand was gone. She was racing to her phone on the counter and putting an end to that obnoxious sound.

"What kind of a ring tone is that?" Hiccup asked, a little angry at the invisible person who'd interrupted. A jealous little voice in the back of his mind whispered bitterly, _it's probably a guy_.

"It's not. It's an alarm. I've got class in an hour." Astrid said quickly. She set her phone back on the counter and stuffed her mouth with several bites of waffles. She chewed and swallowed on her way to the bathroom. "I'm going to shower."

Hiccup was left sitting in the empty kitchen. She'd ignited an arousal and it wasn't going away. He sighed, "Thanks a lot, Astrid."

"Hey," Astrid called suddenly, making him jump.

He turned to see her standing behind the bathroom door, shirtless, but managing to hide the majority of her breasts behind it. He could see the plumpness, nonetheless, firm and round. Hiccup swallowed hard, and thought about anything besides Astrid's breasts. Washing the dishes. The waffles. Anything. But those thoughts were interrupted by Astrid, naked and covered in syrup in strategically modest places, smothered in soap subs in a buddle bath. He clenched his fists.

"If you're still here for lunch we can get Chinese." Astrid said.

"Okay." Hiccup said quickly.

Astrid shut the door, thank god. Hiccup sighed and adjusted the crotch of his jeans. Stupid jeans. There wasn't any give at all. The water was running, probably filling the bathroom with steam, and the lack of blood in his brain almost convinced him that joining her was a good idea. Hiccup stayed where he was and shook his head.

"Waffles. Dishes. Grocery Shopping." Hiccup said under his breath. He stood up and shook his head again, a little more vigorously this time. He resealed the waffles and returned them to the freezer. The waffles on the counter would be cold by the time she was finished so he ate the rest. He washed the plate and fork, which they'd shared. He'd just put the butter back into the fridge when the bathroom door was yanked open.

Astrid, wet and dressed in nothing but a towel, dashed across the living room and into the bedroom. She didn't close the bedroom door but at his current angle he couldn't see anything. He heard her drop the towel and swish it through her hair. He heard her rummage through drawers and her closet and throw clothes onto the bed, hangers clinking. She was mumbling lowly and he heard the quick swish of fabric over skin.

She returned, in a sweatshirt and jeans, braiding her wet hair quickly as she walked. She slipped her socked feet into weathered boots by the door. She tied off her braid and flung it over her shoulder she pulled her coat on and yanked her backpack over her shoulder. She rushed passed Hiccup and stopped to kiss him on the cheek before she left. Hiccup opened his mouth to say something but by the time he had the words, she was gone.

"Man," Hiccup sighed. He replaced the syrup in the cabinet where Astrid had retrieved it. Cleaning up their breakfast hadn't taken very long and soon Hiccup was left standing in the kitchen. He twiddled his fingers along the counter. With Astrid gone the apartment was suddenly too quiet.

He fidgeted for a moment or two and then decided on a shower. The mirror was still steamed up a bit from Astrid's. Behind the door were Astrid's discarded clothes. He added his t-shirt to it, which landed with a soft plop, and unbuttoned his jeans. He pushed them down his legs and kicked them onto the others.

The water didn't take long to get hot. Hiccup stepped into the steaming water and smothered himself in it, saturating his hair, dripping off his nose. Astrid used this shower on a daily basis. She stood in this very spot, naked. Thinking about Astrid had again brought back a not-forgotten arousal. But standing in the hot shower, Hiccup didn't quell the imagines of her smothered in warm maple syrup, or of her scrubbing it off in a overly-sudsy bath, of her hands on his zipper, fingers closing around his throbbing erection, bringing it to her mouth.

He'd never had a blowjob, like she'd guessed, but he wouldn't turn down the option to try it. But at the moment all he had was his own hand, practiced and perfected at the task, but it wasn't his hand he imagined.

"Astrid," Hiccup moaned into the shower's wall, leaning toward it and propping himself up with his free hand while the other mimicked his Astrid-themed sexual fantasy. In it, he had her pushed up against the shower's wall, dripping wet (in more ways than one), gasping and clawing at his back, firm breasts against his chest, perfect legs wrapped around his waist. "Astrid,"

He came and his fantasy dissolved, running through his fingers, and down the drain. Breathless, he washed his hand off in the hot water. He reached for the yellow bottled soap but paused. Did he really want to smell like Tahiti and Jasmine? What did that even smell like? Hiccup picked it up from the shower caddy and popped the lid open, sniffing it, and a pleasant but very feminine scent filled his nose, Astrid's smell.

He hadn't planned of going anywhere else so he used it. Why not?

Nineteen.

Hiccup groaned into the incoming water bullets. He couldn't just ignore that little factoid. It kept coming back. He shouldn't have asked and just let it be a mystery. But he'd wanted to know. He'd _really_ wanted to know. Why, he wasn't entirely sure. What did it accomplish between them? It proved she'd had more experience. But what did that really matter?

X

Astrid huddled in her coat as she made her way from class to the lunch court. English Literature always made her want to sleep. She'd read Beowulf in high school and had hated it. She didn't like it anymore now. She sighed into the breeze. She still had about ten minutes before the taxi was scheduled to pick her up. The warm aromas drifted from the coffee shop attached to the food court.

Maybe she'd grab a hot chocolate to pass the time. She stepped inside the coffee shop and relished in the warmer temperatures. It was set apart from the rest of the food court by a wall and a set of glass double doors. The entire place smelled like salted caramel and pumpkin spice. The lights were dim and the paint was dark, it was soothing if not a just a tiny bit pretentious, and students sat in groups in the shady booths. Seasonal disposable cups were themed with turkeys in scarves.

A few tables, but not many, had been taken over by notes and outlines and books. Early birds were getting a head start on their finals. A lot of professors wanted to do group presentations. Everyone hated them, including Astrid, who was beyond grateful that she didn't have one this semester. But, she still had that damn Frankenstein paper to put together, and whatever else those flighty English professors would throw at them.

"Tough decision, I know," Heather appeared out of thin air, grasping onto Astrid's arm and smiling widely, her white teeth a little too straight between her painted red lips.

"Hey," Astrid grinned. Heather always brought a sense of artsy-happiness to the room, like she herself was a summer-inspired painting. "I just got out of class, what's up?"

"My drawing class was cut short. Teacher had some kind of meeting." Heather waved her graceful hand. "A couple of us are going out to that new deli place by the theater, you want to go?"

"Like this?" Astrid said, motioning to her makeup-less face and sweatshirt.

"What? You look hot. You're really pulling off the exhausted college-student chic." Heather smiled, looking Astrid's pulled together outfit up and down with a designer's eye. "I hear that Victoria Secret is doing a whole line."

They laughed.

"And I've got a Chinese date for lunch."

Heather's smile twisted downward. "Huh? I didn't think you were into Asian boys."

Astrid, confused, quickly understood and laughed. "No, no, a date with Chinese food between us."

Heather smiled, "Right, is it with the drawing boy?"

"It is."

"What was his name, again?"

"Hiccup."

"Hiccup. That's a nickname, right?"  
>Astrid laughed, "Yes."<p>

"It's not like a penis nickname, is it?"

Astrid laughed, although a bit red in the cheeks, "No."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes." Astrid winked. It had been dark that night, but she'd felt it. It wasn't bad at all considering how skinny he was.

"So how's it going with him?" Heather asked. They stepped out of the way as the line at the counter began to grow.

"Good, I think." Astrid nodded. "I asked him to move in."

"Already?" Heather raised a brow.

"His apartment is junk and he's sleeping on an air mattress. He's a sweetheart and even if it doesn't 'work out' between us I won't kick him out. He's a lot of fun to be around."

"And even more fun to snuggle?" Heather smiled.

Astrid smiled, trying to play off her blushing cheeks as embarrassment, but she knew it was partly due to the lack of snuggling in their "whatever" relationship. She recovered quickly, "But he's thinking about enrolling. And financially, moving in would be a smart move."

"Yeah, you keep telling yourself it's about the money." Heather said, a dangerously smutty smile spreading along her ruby lips and a glinting in her eye. "But, seriously, isn't that moving a little fast? I mean, how long have you even known this guy? He might be secretly insane. What if he snaps one day and kills you in your sleep? Or rapes you in the shower and stabs you?"

"What?" Astrid wanted to laugh at her odd imagery. She couldn't imagine Hiccup Haddock as a murder. She saw him as the guy who would swerve to miss a rabbit darting across the road. "Nah, this guy is different. He's not like any other guy that I've met. He's special."

Heather smiles, "That's what they all say, the day before they stop answering the phone, their homework goes un-turned in, no one answers their door. Then, one day, when their rent goes unpaid and the landlord finds her, dead and rotting in the shower, blood staining the white tiles."

"Are you sure you're not a English nerd underneath all that paint?" Astrid crossed her arms.

"No, I'd rather paint stories than write them out. _Bleh_." Heather shrugged. "But, speaking of painting, does he still draw you?"

"I don't know." Astrid said. He'd kept his sketchbook well hidden after she'd snooped through it. She wasn't even sure if he had it at her place or his. "Maybe when he's sleep or at work I can find it."

"Oh, diving in to the sneaky girlfriend territory?" Heather smiled.

"Oh, like you've never."

"I didn't say that I hadn't." Heather whispered.

There was a ding on Astrid's phone as a taxi pulled up along the sidewalk outside. Astrid said a quick farewell to Heather and jogged through the cold November air and to the waiting car.

X

Hiccup was halfway through his second episode of "Bones" when Astrid came through the apartment door.

"How'd class go?" He asked.

"Bleh," Astrid groaned as she dumped her backpack by the door. She shed her coat and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair. She came over she slumped down beside him on the sofa. "What have you been doing?"

"I took a shower. Did the dishes. Then I discovered that you have Netflix." Hiccup said, pointing to the TV screen.

"Oh, yeah. Loads cheaper than cable." Astrid sighed. "Bones? You didn't strike me as a murder-mystery type."

"I didn't think I was either." Hiccup said, not missing the odd pitch in her voice. "But I didn't feel like looking through the entire database so I went to your list."

"Yeah, I was really into it a couple years ago." Astrid said. "I thought that I wanted to go into forensics, solve murders and catch bad guys. But I was talked into the basic degree in English. They said it was more flexible."

"Who said that?" Hiccup asked.

"The idiot advisor that talked me into it."

"Hm." Hiccup nodded. If he had to talk to one of those people would they throw him into a major that he hated?

Astrid sighed loudly, turning her exhale into a groan, and leaned back onto the sofa. "So you still good with Chinese?"

"Totally."

"Good, because we were going to get it anyway." Astrid said. "There's a family owned place like three blocks from here. It's my favorite."

Astrid got up from the couch and walked to the fridge. She pulled a paper menu from underneath a Vikings magnet. She came back to the couch and handed the menu to him. He took it from her hands and she plopped back down onto the couch, a little farther away from him than before. He pretended not to notice.

He hadn't eaten a lot of Chinese in his life. There weren't many in Berk. None, actually. But there was an American-Chinese food a couple of towns away. What if this place, he flipped quickly to the cover, Hong Kong Chinese Restaurant, was a little too authentic?

"What's good?" He asked.

Astrid leaned over, her braid ticking the hair on his arm, and she gave him a quick tour of the menu. The chicken was good. The beef was hit and miss. Their white rice was usually dry and tasteless. The fried rice was really good. Their veggies were a little underdone but that's how she liked them. Her favorite was the orange chicken.

It took about five minutes to go over the menu, call the restaurant, place their order, and pay. Astrid paid over the phone before Hiccup could interrupt. He felt odd about having her buy his food like this. The guy was supposed to buy the food, right? But there she goes, again, paying for him. It was beginning to make him feel inadequate.

"Thank you," Astrid said as she hung up the phone with proper enunciation.

She set her phone on the counter and came back to the couch. She plopped down with an exhausted sigh.

"Are you alright?" Hiccup asked.

"Yeah, just tired. Class really takes it out of me." Astrid said. She sighed, "Don't worry, carbs and sodium will bring it back."

"You want to watch Bones with me?" Hiccup asked, pointing to the TV.

"Sure, what episode are you on?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup quickly recapped the episode, even though Astrid had probably seen it, but she didn't interrupt him. She let him talk. He looked between her and the screen. When he caught her up to speed he leaned back. Astrid, grinning, lifted her legs upward and twisted her hips, laying her legs over his lap. He felt his heart flutter. He let his arms fall over her legs. His hands settled on either side of her knees, one curving around her calf and the other on her thigh.

They sat like this until the doorbell rang and Astrid jumped from the couch. She opened the door to a short and smiling Chinese male, maybe seventeen, holding a plastic bag in his hands. He handed it to Astrid with a quick bow of his head.

"Thank you," Astrid said.

"Have a good day," He said. With the bag transferred, he vanished from the doorway, and Astrid pushed the door closed with her hip. She turned around and set the bag on the counter. "Alright,"

It didn't take long for the entire apartment to smell like the Chinese. Astrid took two plastic covered trays out of the bag and set them on the counter, along with two pairs of plastic forks, a couple of packs of soy sauce, a little plastic tub of red sweet and sour, and two wrapped fortune cookies.

Hiccup paused the show and walked over to the counter. It smelled delicious, although it could have been because he hadn't eaten since those waffles. Astrid unpacked the food from its plastic casing and set the two meals out in front of the chairs. She arranged the wrapped forks on the right side, and then handed him one of the fortune cookies. She looked between him and the second one.

"What?" Hiccup asked.

"It's bad luck to give yourself your own fortune cookie." Astrid said.

"Is that a legit thing?" Hiccup asked.

"I…" Astrid started but then stopped. "I don't know. It's just what I've been told. By white people. It's probably not a Chinese thing. But still." She looked down at the last fortune cookie.

Hiccup reached for it and pushed it toward her.

"Thank you," Astrid said.

They sat down at the counter and ate and talked. They talked about Chinese food, good and bad experiences, and how Astrid had gotten food poisoning from a little Chinese place that had long went out of business. The owner had gotten arrested for chasing ducks in the park, finally shining light on the mystery of the dwindling duck population, which shut down his food business immediately.

Neither had made it completely through the tray. There was more than enough food for two meals, and maybe part of a third, and Astrid offered to put the leftovers in the fridge.

"That's one reason I like the Hong Kong place. You pay one meal price for like three." Astrid said as she closed the fridge.

She sat back down and unwrapped her fortune cookie. Hiccup did the same. The crisp cookie snapped open and the little white piece of paper stuck out.

He heard Astrid laugh, "'Don't forget to look around you. Inspiration is everywhere. You lucky number is five'. Right. What does your say?"

Hiccup cleared his throat. He stared at the red ink, which was a little uncomfortable on his eyes, and read, "'Stale skies grow stale wheat. A change of scenery is in order'."

"Is it?" Astrid smiled. She stood up, tossing her cookie's wrapper in the trash can, and reached for a paper towel. She wet it down under the sink and began to wipe down the counter.

Was it? Hiccup was about to toss the fortune cookie into the trash where Astrid had thrown hers, but hesitated, and when Astrid wasn't looking he clutched it, and tucked it into his pocket. He wasn't sure why.

"You know, Astrid, I've been thinking," Hiccup said, tentatively. Astrid paused, turned to face him with a slow caution, waiting with apprehension. Hiccup swallowed, he supposed that he could have used a better intro. "It's not bad, it's just…that I've been thinking, or wondering, if it was too late to enroll."

The apprehension on Astrid's face was immediately replaced by a wide smile. "Really? You're applying?"

Hiccup nodded. He was taken back when Astrid suddenly leaned across the counter and kissed him. Her hand grazed his arm, holding lightly onto him, and he felt his heart thump hard against this rid cage. He could taste the Chinese on her lips and was sure that she could taste it on his. She began to pull away and he felt a loss, and he knew that he didn't want it to end, and he closed that small space between them. When he pushed his lips onto hers he ushered out a small sound from her throat that drifted into his.

When they finally broke away from each other, neither moved, both still leaning toward the other.

"Is there anything else you'd like to know about me?" Astrid whispered, her breath warm on his lips.

"Your last name," Hiccup whispered back, a slight smile on his lips.

"Hofferson." Astrid grinned.

She kissed him, lightly, sliding her hand up his arm and around his shoulders. He wasn't sure what to do with his hands. Gingerly, he moved them to her waist, but he felt like an awkward preteen boy at his first dance, holding a girl at arm's length. He let his arms fall to a relaxed position at her hips. He kissed her back, feeling the rush of blood going south, suddenly aware of what kissing could lead to. He pulled away from her.

"What?" Astrid breathed, "Do you want to take this elsewhere?"

"No," Hiccup shook his head. He leaned back in his chair. "Do you remembering talking about sex last night?"

"Yeah," Astrid nodded, leaning back. "Does that mean you want to wait?"

"Yeah." Hiccup nodded. "It's not that I don't want to, I do, but I don't want a relationship that's just about sex, you know?"

"I understand." Astrid nodded. But she recovered, smiling, "Does that mean you want a relationship?"

Hiccup smiled. "Maybe I do. But, not going to lie, I don't know how that goes."

"Okay, I'll start." Astrid said, turning to face him, placing her hand on top of his. "Do you want to go out with me?"

Hiccup chuckled. It was such a simple question that made him feel young and innocent. He looked at Astrid, beautiful blue eyes and lovely cheek bones, filling him with reassurance.

"I would love to." Hiccup smiled.

Astrid leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

X
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Chapter 14: Working Weekends

Girlfriend.

_Girlfriend_.

Girlfriend. How could one word leave such a balloon in his chest? Hiccup swallowed. If someone told him a month ago that he'd be sitting here, eating Chinese, with his girlfriend, in her apartment, he would have laughed at them. But here he was. She was sitting across from him, her smiling wavering, concern flashing across her face.

"What's wrong?" Astrid asked.

"Nothing, it's just…it's a little hard to wrap my head around." Hiccup shrugged. "I'm not used to having a girlfriend." It even sounded strange on this lips, like a foreign word he wasn't used to.

"Or being a boyfriend?" Astrid smiled.

_Boyfriend_. It sounded just as weird. When he heard _boyfriend_ he pictures a broad shouldered guy in a jersey and expensive jeans and driving a shiny red sports car.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked. She leaned in a little closer.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm good." Hiccup nodded. "It still sounds a little weird."

Astrid, his girlfriend. He was her boyfriend.

Astrid smiled. She leaned in the rest of the way and kissed him. Her hand traced his cheekbone. Her lips were remarkable soft. She slid her hand into his and gripped his fingers in hers. She leaned back, and he couldn't help but follow her a small distance, and missed the feeling of her lips at once. She smiled, looked down, and let out a girlish giggle.

"What?" Hiccup asked.

"So…you don't want a relationship that's just about sex," she paused, "But does that mean that you don't want to do anything?"

Hiccup felt a lump in his throat. She was smiling wickedly and he knew what she was thinking. But, feeling a little fiendish himself, he asked, "What do you mean?"

Astrid's smile widened. She reached forward and placed a slender hand on his knee. Was it a trick of the light or was there a light blush on her cheeks?

"You know, like oral stuff," Astrid said lower, like it was a secret passing between two students during class.

Hiccup felt his throat go dry and couldn't quite swallow. He hadn't forgotten about that morning. She'd offered him a blowjob. He would have taken it, too, if her phone hadn't interrupted. He wasn't any less nervous now than he had been then, maybe a little more.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked.

"What does that mean, exactly? I mean, for us?"

Astrid's smile faltered but quickly returned. She licked her lips and set back in her chair. His nervousness was joined by another. Had he said the wrong thing? He was trying to think of something to add, something intelligent and romantic, but he had nothing.

"Well," Astrid said, inhaling and biting her lip, "It's like a trade off…instead of sex, I'd blow you and then you'd blow me."

Was Astrid nervous? She _looked_ nervous. Hiccup hadn't seen her nervous before. She always appeared so strong and confident. But she was looking down, her eyes glancing up at him with a shy smile, and it was pushing on something inside his chest that left him speechless.

"What does that mean?" Hiccup asked. He felt his cheeks burn. He felt so ignorant in asking, "I didn't know girls could be blown."

Astrid blinked at him. She opened her mouth but nothing came out at first. She stuttered, a strange sound to him, and then giggled. She blushed and tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear.

"What's funny?" Hiccup asked. Surely, it was him. It was probably a stupid question.

"Your innocence is adorable." Astrid smiled, half-laughing.

Hiccup felt the burning intensity.

"It's like a blowjob but for girls." Astrid said, her shamelessness returning.

"But…girls don't have…" Hiccup said, stumbling over his thoughts as they became words.

"…penises. We're grown-ups here, Hiccup. We can use grown-up words." Astrid said with a straight face that reminded him a bit of a teacher. The moment of her serious face passed and she broke out in that girlish giggle. "There are other things down there."

Hiccup, suddenly embarrassed, nodded.

"You know what I'm talking about?" Astrid asked. A wicked glint flashes across her eye as she said lowly, "Do you need me to show you?"

"No," Hiccup found his voice. "I know what that is."

Astrid giggled and smiled at him, "Right, it's the female version of a penis. Sort of. Not really. It's way better."

"Oh, you have experience to back that up?" Hiccup asked.

"Yes." Astrid nodded. She laughed. "No, but I'm not looking to exchange it. Besides, it'd be a bit of a downgrade."

They were both laughing. This, sitting here, talking, being around her, it felt so natural.

"And that is what I'm supposed to blow?" Hiccup asked.

"Yeah, that's what going down on a girl means. It's a blowjob for girls."

"That sounds gross." Hiccup wrinkled his nose. She expected him to put his mouth there?

"Sex is gross but we do it anyway." Astrid smiled. She sighed, "You're cute when you blush."

Hiccup knew he was blushing, through the whole conversation, but it suddenly felt like his entire face was on fire. He placed a hand on either side of his face and their comparative coolness felt like ice. Astrid leaned forward and rest her elbows on her knees.

"So?" She was looking at him, a brow raised, a small bit of that girly shyness was leaking into her cheeks.

She was waiting for an answer. He swallowed. That lump in his throat was back. Astrid was leaning closer. Her hands were on his knees. In a quick decision he reached down and picked her hands up with his, holding them.

"I'll try it, but not today. Someday." Hiccup smiled. He could feel the thumping against his ribcage slowing down.

To his relief, she smiled, her teeth poked out from between her soft pink lips. She gripped his hand.

"Okay," she nodded. Then her expression grew serious, "So you want to go to school?"

"Yes," Hiccup nodded.

"Does that mean you'll move in, too?" Astrid smiled.

Hiccup inhaled and found releasing it hard. He hadn't really thought about it. He'd taken time to decide about going to school. He'd had time to think it through. But he'd ignored that tidbit. His thoughts drifted back to the fortune cookie in his pocket. He'd moved away from Berk for a change. He'd left his home, his few friends, for a change. School would be a change. Astrid was a nice change.

"Yes," Hiccup nodded. Before she could say anything he added, "But my lease still has a while to go."

"That's fine." Astrid said. "You can take your time with moving. It'll be less stressful that way. I mean, a slow adjustment is easier to take than a quick one. And…I guess this gives you the chance to go back if you don't like it here."

"I don't think that'll happen." Hiccup smiled.

Astrid smiled back at him, her reassurance leaking into him, brightening his doubt.

X

The next few days passed by in a blazing blur. They ate together when they could, with Astrid's school and Hiccup's work. They slept in the same bed with less than an arm's length between them. Hiccup had gone home but returned with a small bag of necessities, including his toothbrush which Astrid had made him throw away because it was old, clothes, non-girly soap, and a razor.

"You shave?" Astrid had asked.

"Yes?" Hiccup raised a brow.

Astrid had reached out and stroked a hand along his jaw. "I guess I didn't think about it. You never seemed to be that unshaven."

Hiccup had groaned off that fact that he couldn't grow a lumberjack's beard and Astrid had laughed at him.

Astrid woke on Sunday morning to Hiccup's even breathing. He slept on his back and she slept on her side. She wanted him to sleep on her right so that when she opened her eyes he would be there. He was a lovely sight to wake to. His mouth was partly open and his hair was messed from where he'd rustled it against the pillow. His jaw was strong and defined. His cheekbones were gently curved. His eyes were amazing. He was beautiful, even if he didn't know it. Part of her didn't want him to know. His shyness was beautiful.

They shared a bed but they hadn't touched. She didn't want him to feel pressured into doing anything he didn't want to. But she wasn't used to this…hesitation. Was it because of her? Because of…nineteen? She couldn't begin to understand how he felt about it. She wasn't sure how she felt about it. Sighing, she retuned her gaze to the ceiling.

She was okay with not having sex until he wanted to. He was a man, after all, and sooner or later he'd want to. But it wasn't the sex that she liked about him. She enjoyed his company. She liked the sound of his voice. His honesty was refreshing. She could really get used to him being around.

"Good morning," Hiccup's morning whisper broke her thoughts.

"Morning," Astrid smiled, turning back to face him. His eyes were so bright in the morning.

Hiccup groaned as he stretched, reaching upward to the ceiling and arching his back, popping a few things. He released and his limbs fell back onto the bed. He sighed and he sat up and threw his legs over the side of the bed.

"Where are you going?" Astrid asked.

"I have to pee."

He scooted off the bed. She listened to his uneven footsteps as he walked to the bathroom. He'd been careful with his prosthetic around her. He wore pajamas pants to bed and usually socks, too. She's only caught a glimpse of it here and there. It had been metal and peach colored plastic formed into the shape of a human foot. She'd like to see it closer. She understood that he might be self-conscious about it but from what she'd seen it looked like a marvel. It didn't look ugly at all.

She heard the toilet flush. The door opened and Hiccup's uneven footsteps came back into the bedroom. He slumped back onto the bed. Astrid rolled over and reached up to run a hand along his back, feeling his shoulder blades beneath his t-shirt. He turned around and she let her hand fall back down to the bed.

"Yes?" Hiccup yawned.

She padded the space beside her. He smiled sleepily and leaned back onto the bed. He crawled next to her and slid an arm under her pillow. She curled into his side and laid her head on his chest so that she could hear his heartbeat.

"What do you want to do today?" Hiccup asked.

"Hmm…I don't know. There's this cute coffee place downtown." Astrid said.

"Coffee sounds nice. What do you want for breakfast?" Hiccup asked. He pressed his cheek to her hair.

"Coffee. I don't keep my girlish figure by eating breakfast."

"Right, so downtown coffee shop?" Hiccup asked, a smile on his words.

Astrid nodded against him.

X

It was eleven o'clock when Hiccup and Astrid sat down inside the downtown café. It smelled of cake and coffee and had a soothing dark atmosphere. One wall was devoted to shelving wine and one corner was reserved for poets' night. Thankfully, that was on Thursdays. They ordered coffee and an omelet for Hiccup. He ate while Astrid sipped. The omelet was half gone when Astrid's phone buzzed.

She reached into her coat pocket and smiled an apologize for the interruption. She withdrew her cell and quickly read the caller's name and number that flashes across the screen.

_Shit_.

"Hello?" Astrid smiled again at Hiccup.

"Hey, Pigeon, good morning!" said the fake-cheery male voice on the other end. She could hear someone talking low in the background.

"What's up? This isn't my weekend." Astrid said, trying not to sound annoyed. She glanced over to Hiccup would was watching her with interest while he chewed.

"I know, I know, but one of the girls called in sick. That brown-haired girl with weak knees, you know?"

"Chelsea." Astrid corrected him.

"Right, her. Well, we're a girl short tonight. And, I always enjoy seeing you around here. You bring another step of class."

Astrid sighed heavily.

"Oh, come on, Pigeon. You'll get time and a half!"

"It's not about the money, Eret." Astrid sighed. She looked down at the table. She didn't want to look at Hiccup during this conversation.

"Please, Pigeon? The only other girl is that annoying fake-redheaded girl."

"Britney."

"Right, even her name is annoying. Come on, please?"

Astrid sighed. "Fine. What time?"

"The usual, five."

"Fine."

"Thank you, Pigeon. See you at five."

Astrid hung up and dunked the phone back into her coat pocket. She wrapped both hands around her coffee. She didn't want to talk about it but she knew it was unavoidable.

"Who was that?" Hiccup asked.

"Work." Astrid said.

"Eret? Wasn't that the guy from the library?"

How could he possibly remember that? Men aren't supposed to remember stuff. But of course, he's Hiccup he _would_ remember.

Astrid bit her lip. "Yes. That's how we know each other. He's kind of my manager. Someone called in and he wants me to take the shift."

"And you said yes?"

"He made it hard not to. Practically begged me." Astrid sighed. "So I'll go to work tonight. Are you okay with staying by yourself?"

"Yeah." Hiccup nodded. He took another bite and chewed it while he looked at her. "Why wouldn't I be? Are you afraid that I'll burn down the apartment?"

Astrid smiled. "Not at all. I'm more afraid of finding moldy food in the sink or dirty socks in corners."

X

At four-thirty Astrid said goodbye to Hiccup, kissing him lightly on the cheek, and headed down to the waiting cab. The sun was set when the cab stopped outside of a

dainty corner pub whose windows were tinted dark gold. Double doors were set into the stone frame of the old building. A clean sigh above the solid doors read, _Rachel's_.

Astrid didn't walk in through the front door. She walked around to the alley. The alley door was guarded by Frank, an intimidating black man who always had a cigarette between his lips. He looked mean and unfriendly but he was a teddy bear.

"Evening, Pigeon. I didn't think you were working tonight." Frank said, pulling the door open for her, talking with the smoke held tight in his mouth.

"I didn't either. Eret called me this morning with the good news." Astrid smiled.

Frank nodded and she went inside. The darkness of the backroom was gloomy and she could hear the soft techno music of the restaurant floor. She sighed and headed into the green room.

"Astrid?"

"Hey," Astrid nodded as the other girls greeted her.

The green room was well lit with bare bulbs lining the top of a wall-length mirror. A counter ran beneath it and several of the girls sat in front of it, adding blush or liners. On the other side of the room were the uniforms, nearly organized and on hangers. Astrid grabbed her and began to change, placing her own clothing on the hanger, and trying to ignore Kelly and Sasha discuss hairdressers. Apparently, Kelly's last hair appointment had gone terribly wrong.

"What's wrong with it? It looks goods." Astrid said, fluffing the back of Kelly's short curls.

"Oh, sure you'd say that. You have perfect hair." Kelly whined.

Astrid shrugged. She tried.

Rachel's was a restaurant. The food was good and the wine was expensive. The air was dark and the music was just loud enough to mar a conversation from reaching to far. The lights weren't too bright and the tables were always clean. It was a local place that stemmed from a mother company in St. Louis. They didn't advertise. They didn't need to.

Astrid spied herself in the mirror. Her make-up was fine and her hair would do. She adjusted the collar of her shirt. She looked like a bartender from Cabaret, white blouse and black vest, with an adjustable plunging neckline that depended on how many buttons she undid. Tonight she as feeling a bit more modest and left one button high than she normal would.

Damn it, she'd forgotten to change bras. She could see the blue under the white shirt. The black vest covered most of it and there wasn't anything she could do about it now. This ensemble looked better with a black one. It blended in more. Whatever. It's not like it matters much in a place like this.

The girls that worked at Rachel's weren't hookers. It was true that they were paid to be attractive and friendly. The food on the menu was good but there were secrets that could be ordered off-menu that were more expensive that any bottle of wine.

Astrid walked into the office where the time clock rested on a wooden table. She reached for her time card.

"Pigeon!" Eret called out. He was sitting at the desk with his ankles crossed and resting on the corner. There was a half-drank draft resting on a book with multiple water-rings. "I'm glad you came in."

"You think it's time to upgrade this contraption?" Astrid said at the time clock punched the time onto her card, ten until five.

"Nah, I like it's accuracy. And I like the sound it makes." Eret shrugged with a smile.

Astrid knew that smile. They taught it in business class. It was fake-nice 101. He had a natural charisma but lack in brains. He was street smart but couldn't take a test to save his live. He prided himself on being a womanizer. He could charm dimmer woman into his bed in under an hour, he said. He came off as brash and stupid but he had a good heart under it all.

Eret unlocked the doors at five o'clock sharp. Sunday night was a slower night with most middle-aged and older customers. Astrid didn't miss how the men looked at her, like she was some half-dressed sultry picture in a men's magazine. Their wives, however, either ignored her completely or berated her with cold eyes and sharp tongues.

"It's because you're fucking hot," Eret had said when she'd complained. "You're what every man wishes he could have and what every woman wishes she was."

Like most night, people come and go, eating, drinking and talking. Astrid kept her eyes open and ears perked. She memorized faces and voices. Eret kept an eye on the place, making rounds, keeping the books. No one seemed to want anything extra tonight and that was fine with Astrid. Of course, this location wasn't the prime spot for the extras.

It was ten to eleven when Astrid clocked out.

"I'm so tired." Astrid groaned, rubbing her neck. She was also hungry. Hiccup might have made dinner but odds were that he made it only for himself.

"There's some coffee left over." Eret said. He was organizing the night's records.

"No, I'm good." She said. Her stomach growled.

"Hungry?"

"No,"

"Liar." Eret smiled. "There's food in the fridge. Make yourself a sandwich."

"No, I'm good. I've got food at home." Astrid yawned.

"Are you working next weekend?"

"I thought you were in charge? Shouldn't you be on top of this stuff?"

"I am!" Eret said, defensively. "I haven't worked out the schedule yet."

"I'm working in St. Louis next weekend."

"Ah," Eret nodded. His expression darkened. "Any luck tonight?"

"No." Astrid said lowly.

Eret sighed. "Well, better luck next night. Good night, Pigeon."

"Night," Astrid nodded. She headed to the alley door. The cab should be there any minute.

X

Before you ask - _Pigeon_ is a nickname. No, Eret and Astrid aren't hitting on each other. That's a different story. They're a total bromance in this story. They enjoy pushing each other's buttons.


	15. Chapter 15

So I'm sure if Hiccup actually would have had time to enroll for the Spring semester in November - probably not, but for the sake of the story I'm going to say that he can.

This chapter turned out more transitory than I had imagined. Beware. Also - smut.
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Chapter 15: I'm a Viking

That Monday morning he'd gone to the Admissions office to enroll. The woman behind the desk had looked at him like he was crazy for waiting so far in the semester but she helped him anyway. It had taken a few hours, several phone calls, and tedious typing, but Hiccup eventually became an official Southeast Missouri Viking. The woman had even given him a commemorative magnet.

He went back to Astrid's, magnet in hand, with his new class schedule folded up in his pocket. He was surprised by Astrid who'd gifted him his first Viking apparel, a black t-shirt with a stylized axe-wielding Viking on the front.

"Thank you," Hiccup said as he held it up.

"Try it on," Astrid said as she stepped closer. Her hands were on the buttons on his coat. She undid them with ease. She held the t-shirt while Hiccup hung the coat on the back of a kitchen chair.

"Okay," Hiccup laughed, a little nervous at her hands at the hem of his shirt. Her fingertips grazed his stomach as she pushed his shirt up his torso. There was wide-eyed excitement in her blue eyes as she watched her hands and bit her bottom lip. She lifted the fabric to his shoulder and he yielded, letting her pull it over his head and down his arms.

He reached for the black t-shirt that he'd been grasping with white knuckles. He pulled it over his head and jumped when he felt Astrid's hands on the bottom hem. She pulled it down his torso and let her knuckles graze his sides.

"It's good." Astrid nodded, that same wonder-struck joy on her face.

Hiccup looked down at the Viking on his chest. "Thanks, Astrid."

She smiled and leaned in for a quick kiss on his cheek. Her hand lingered on his arm, her breath was moist on his cheek, and Hiccup took a chance. He turned his head toward hers, lips barely parted, and kissed her. She didn't pull away, instead, she kissed him back. Her hands slid around his torso and wrapped around him.

"Thank you," Astrid said against his lips.

"For what?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid smiled, that girlish blush warmed her cheeks, and she buried her face into his shoulder. Hiccup slid his arms around her shoulders and returned her embrace. There was a jumping flutter in his stomach but it faded. To his surprise, he wasn't nervous about holding her like this. He wasn't nervous about her touching him. It was…comfortable.

"I'm glad you decided to stay." Astrid said into the shirt. "I really like having you around."

Hiccup felt a blush come to his own cheeks. She liked having him around. She'd said that before. But, that day at the mall, it had felt too soon. It left him with a knot in his stomach that had taken days to ease. But today, right now, those words filled him with a cheerful security that he'd long assumed was too far out of his reach.

"I'm glad I found you." Hiccup said, pressing his cheek to her hair. Astrid's arms tightened around him.

"Me too." Astrid sighed, and lifted her head away from his shirt, "What're your plans for the rest of the day?"

"I don't know. Might watch some TV. Do some sit-ups. The usual." Hiccup shrugged. He felt Astrid smile against him.

"I've got the rest of the day free," she said. She straightened up to looked up at him. That girlish blush was joined by a fiendish glint in those blues. "You want to hang out?"  
>What did she meant by that? Hiccup swallowed before he answered, "Sure. What did you have in mind?"<p>

Astrid smiled. She leaned up to kiss him. He kissed her back. Her first kiss was sweet, like their previous one, but her second was harder against his lips. Her third was followed by the gentle prod of her tongue. His heart thumped hard against his ribs. He parted his lips slightly and Astrid took his welcome. Her tongue founds his and licked it, poked it, and provoked a tongue-war between his teeth. Her arms tighten around him, fists clutching his shirt, nails grazing his skin through the material.

Honestly, he'd always thought that tongue-kisses sounded gross. Of course that was before he'd tried it. It was wet, and still a little gross, but oddly enthralling. He felt the blood surging south but he didn't want her to stop. She had taken control but he wasn't about to take it away from her. She was doing fine. However, her lips did eventually part from his.

"Was that your first time with tongue?"

"Do I need to answer?" Hiccup shrugged. Astrid smiled at him and kissed him once more, letting her lips linger.

Hiccup hadn't noticed, until her lips separated from his, that her hands had slid down to his waist. She looked up at him while her deft hands reached for the button of his jeans. Hiccup's breath caught in his throat. Of course she'd noticed.

Her eyes were pinned on his. She was looking for his reaction, his rejection. Even though his nerves were struck he kept his hands on her shoulders.

"Is this okay?" Astrid whispered.

He swallowed. His throat had gone strangely dry.

Astrid stepped backward and pulled him by the waist to the couch. She gently pushed him to it, urging him to sit. She knelt on the floor and nestled between his knees. She unbuttoned his jeans and at the sound of his zipper his heart set out on a breathless race.

What should he do with his hands? He placed them on either side of his legs and gripped the edge of the couch as Astrid's hand slipped into the front of his underwear. Her hand fastened around his erection and his breath caught on a lump in his throat. He swallowed several times but it wouldn't budge.

Her other hand gripped his thigh, running her nails up and down, ushering a shuttering breath out of him before she'd even put it in her mouth. When she did, the sound that escaped his mouth was as involuntary as his twitching feet. It felt absolutely amazing. He tried to hold the moans that came so naturally but it was increasingly difficult.

A blowjob was either easy or she knew exactly what she was doing. God, did it feel good. He didn't know what she was doing but he didn't want her stop. Ever. He could feel it rising. The pleasure was building, the tension that made his feet twitch and his grip turn white-knuckle. When he thought he was there, Astrid would tease him, drawing it out. When he finally came he let out a groan of relief, the tension spilling over and leveling.

"Oh god," Hiccup gasped as Astrid released him, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. She reached over to the table and handed him the box of tissues. She went to the bathroom while Hiccup cleaned himself off and refastened his jeans.

So _that's_ what everyone was going on about. Yeah, it was good. He'll admit it.

Hiccup got up to throw the tissues away in the kitchen's trash can. It was strange to know that those tissues weren't the result of him, but of someone else's. He set the tissue box back on the table as Astrid came out of the bathroom.

"Well?" she asked, a smug but charming grin on her face.

"It was okay." Hiccup shrugged. Astrid raised a brow. "Okay, it was great." He cleared his throat and shuffled his feet, watching the toes of his shoes, "So…uh…is it your turn?"

Astrid didn't say anything immediately. She cocked her smile, "Do you want to?"

No. Yes. He didn't know.

"You don't have to." Astrid said.

"Well, you did," Hiccup said, pointing to the couch.

"Yeah, but that wasn't my first…rodeo." Astrid said.

"So?"

"Your first time is almost guaranteed failure." Astrid deadpanned.

"Are you saying that I won't do it?" Hiccup asked. Although failure wasn't anything new to him, he didn't like the insinuation.

"No, I'm saying that on your first time going down on someone you won't get them off. Typically." Astrid said. She shrugged.

"So I need practice?" Hiccup asked, taking a step toward her. She bit her lip, trying to hid that girlish smile, and he felt an abnormal surge of confidence. He sucked at flirting and he knew it. But he loved that girlish look on her face.

"Do you want to try?" Astrid said, a tilt in her head and a glint in her eye.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded.

Astrid pulled him into the bedroom.

"Do you not like the couch?" Hiccup asked.

"No, but unlike you I can't just pull it out.' Astrid said as she closed the curtains. "And I'd rather be pantless in the bedroom."

"Right," Hiccup nodded. It made sense. Astrid. Pantless.

Astrid stood at the edge of the bed. Hiccup walked up to her, nervous beyond what he thought he would be, even twenty seconds ago. He rested his shaking hands on her shoulders.

"Are you sure?" Astrid asked.

"Yes." Hiccup nodded. He swallowed. He slid his hands down her arms and gripped her slender waist. He lifted up the hem of her shirt to expose the waistband of her Vikings sweats. He slid his fingertips underneath the waistband and worked them down her legs. Her skin was spotless, a beautiful peach tinted cream, save for the occasional freckle. She was beautiful head to toe, or at least, waist to toe.

She stepped out of the puddled sweats, using Hiccup's shoulders to steady herself, and Hiccup pushed them aside. Besides that first night this was as close as he'd even been to a woman's underwear. Hers had stars on them. From what he's seen, mostly from her dirty laundry piles in the bathroom, she liked patterns.

He gently slid his hands up her thighs to the hem of her underwear. Or were they panties? What was the difference?

"Are you okay?" Astrid asked.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded. He tried to regain that burst of confidence that had fueled this decision. He gripped the sides of her underwear and pulled them down her thighs. They fell to the floor and using his shoulders, she stepped out of them, and Hiccup pushed them aside.

Hiccup stood, frozen, because he realized that he didn't know how to proceed. He swallowed, "Okay, we're not wearing pants. Now what?"

Astrid smiled, and sat back onto the bed. Hiccup let his eyes drift down between her legs. He couldn't say that he'd never seen one before, but never in real life, and it was more than intimidating. He scooted closer to the edge of the bed, mimicking what she had done, and nestled between her legs. Astrid situated her legs onto his shoulders.

"It's here," Astrid leaned back on her elbow and used her other hand to show him.

"Okay," Hiccup nodded. He inhaled, and brought his mouth to the bundle that her finger had pointed out. She let out a gentle sigh that sent a shiver down his spine. He'd been unprepared for how wet it would be. Everything was slick and warm.

He wrapped his arms around her thighs. What was he supposed to with it once it was in his mouth? He licked it, pulling it into his mouth, moving his lips around it, just exploring the sensation of having Astrid in his mouth.

"That's…good," Astrid said, her breathless gasp an audible pleasure.

Her hands were fisting in the blankets. Her toes were curling against his back. Her breaths were quick and joined by increasingly frequent moans. He wasn't sure what he was doing, let alone doing right, so he continued the same motions. His jaw was tightening but he couldn't stop. He loved the sounds that she was making.

"…Hiccup," Astrid gasped as her back arched and her entire body seemed to go into a split-second spasm before relaxing limp. Her legs fell from his shoulders.

He pulled his mouth away from her and understood why she's wiped her mouth. Her wetness was now on his lips, his chin, and he wiped it on his hand. He stood as Astrid curled her legs underneath her.

"Did I get it?" Hiccup asked her.

"I did not expect you to." Astrid said, breathless.

"Did I?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid smiled, "You nailed it."

Hiccup wiped his face off with a paper towel from the kitchen while Astrid vanished into the bathroom. She reemerged into the kitchen wearing just her underwear and shirt. She had such fantastic legs.

"What do you want for lunch?" Astrid asked, setting the tea kettle on the stove.

"I don't know." Hiccup shrugged. "I'll eat whatever."

Astrid laughed as she reached for the box of tea from the cabinet.

"What?" Hiccup raised a brow.

"Nothing," Astrid said as she turned around. She leaned to him and kissed him firmly on the lips. She licked his lips and shoved her tongue into his mouth. He'd intended to go brush his teeth, or gurgle, but he hadn't. The taste of her still lingered on his tongue.

"Then why'd you laugh?" Hiccup smiled. She didn't seem perturbed by the extra taste. Maybe she was into it.

"Because, going down on a girl is also called 'eating a girl out'." Astrid smiled. "It was a coincidental and innocent comment but it was nicely placed."

Hiccup felt redness surging back into his cheeks. "You know, why don't we stay here and cook something?"

"You sure?" Astrid asked.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded. "I don't want to go anywhere. I also don't want you to put on pants."

Astrid smiled, that girlish smile remerging.
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Hiccup stared at the empty suitcase that Astrid had lent. He was sitting on the edge of his floppy air mattress. His ceiling was vibrating and it had stirred his old headache before he'd even unlocked his door. His apartment was dull compared to Astrid's. Her shelves were neat, dusted, and organized. It didn't look like there was enough room for the minimal amount of things that he had.

He sniffed. God, was that him? He needed a shower. Maybe two. He smelled like work. He glanced at his phone. It was already almost midnight. Astrid would already be asleep. He might was well shower here. He tossed the contents of his pockets onto the bed and pulled off his shoes. He pulled off his shirt and momentarily remembered the sensation of Astrid's hands on his skin.

He left his clothes on the floor beside the suitcase as he flipped on the bathroom light. Even it looked less inviting. He showered in the lukewarm water and walked, dripping wet, to the laundry pile in the bedroom to fetch a towel.

The suitcase was still empty. He sighed, his things weren't going to pack themselves. He gave his body a quick one-over with the towel and wrapped it around his waist. He emptied his sock and underwear drawer into the suitcase. He started on the shirts and used the rest of the room for what pants he could squeeze in. Surprisingly, all of his clothes fit inside. He'd bring his other stuff on another day.

It was close to one in the morning when Hiccup was fumbling with the lock on Astrid's door. He opened it as quietly as he could. He didn't want to wake her up. He pulled the suitcase in after him and pushed the door closed with his left foot. He reached over the suitcase to lock it. He left the suitcase by the door. He'd worry about that tomorrow.

He tiptoed across the living room and to the bathroom. Why did everything make more noise at night? The floor creaked and the door squeaked. He sink faucet squealed as he twisted the water on. He brushed his teeth and washed his face and turned the light off before he opened the bathroom door again. He tiptoed to the bedroom where he pulled off his clothes and shoes. He'd sleep in his boxes tonight.

It was strange how much more comfortable and welcoming Astrid's apartment was than his own. He'd only spent about a week here and it already felt more like home than his ever had.

He crept onto the bed and slipped underneath the covers. Astrid moved and he immediately froze. He feared that he'd woke her.

"What time is it?" Astrid asked.

"About one."

"Where have you been?" her voices was hoarse with sleep.

"I was at my place." Hiccup said. "I took a shower."

"Okay," Astrid said and scooted back into the blanket. She rolled over, closer to him, and curled into his side. He arranged his arm under her pillow and she laid a hand across his chest.

X

Hiccup woke up with a frightening pressure on his chest. His moment of panic faded as he realized it was because of a golden haired head resting against his collarbone. Her hand rested against his bare side. His other arm was trapped under the pillows. He took a deep breath and the disruption in movement must have stirred Astrid.

She lifted her head, her hair sticking at odd angles and messed in tangles, and peered about the room. Her sleepy eyes found Hiccup and her lips broke into a gentle morning smile.

"Hey," Hiccup smiled.

"Morning," she laid her head back down and stretched her legs. She sleepily pushed herself from the bed. "Just underwear?"

Hiccup blushed, "Yeah, it was late. I didn't feel like rummaging in the dark for pajamas."

"Don't be embarrassed. It's fine with me." Astrid smiled, running a hand deliberately across his lower abdomen, dangerously close to the band of his underwear.

They reconvened in the kitchen where Astrid was busying herself with the tea kettle. She hadn't changed from her t-shirt and flannel pants or combed out her hair. She looked a little crazy but it was a beautiful crazy.

"Do you want coffee? It's instant, but it's not bad." Astrid asked.

"Sure," Hiccup nodded. "I've never been into teas."

"I work this weekend," Astrid said. She turned around, back to the stove, leaning on the island counter.

"Yeah?" Hiccup asked. "Late night?"

"Yeah," Astrid said, in a trailing tone that meant there was more unsaid.

"What?"

"I work one weekend a month in St. Louis." Astrid said. Before he could ask any more, she added, "The guy that owns the restaurant here owns a fancy place in St. Louis. It's a great gig and I can't pass it up. One weekend's worth of tips pays more than my month's rent."

"Must be one of those suit and tie places." Hiccup said. Astrid looked like she belonged among the delicate rich people. He could see her, dressed in something slinky, serving roasted duck and caviar to men in suits and women in diamonds. He had never set foot in such a place. He didn't belong among the upper crust, not like his father.

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. "But it's a weekend thing. I'll be gone Saturday and Sunday. Are you good staying here my yourself?"

"Of course, why wouldn't I be?" Hiccup asked.

"I don't want you to be lonely." Astrid said.

Hiccup smiled. "I'm used to being alone." Astrid's face fell and he quickly shook his head, "Don't worry, I'll be okay. I'll watch TV and bring some stuff over. Maybe I'll do some laundry."

Astrid smiled, a warm humor playing on her lips.

X
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Sorry this update is a tad bit late - life got in the way, there was some writer's block happening, and whatnot else. But it's here, so yay!
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Chapter 16: Wishing you were Here

At three o'clock on Friday the cab pulled up in front of Astrid's apartment. Hiccup watched her pack an overnight bad and sling it over her shoulder, looking as casual as if she were going over to a friend's slumber party.

"Okay, I'll be back Sunday night," Astrid reminded him.

"I'll be here." Hiccup shrugged.

Astrid leaned in and kissed him. She slid her hand into his and squeezed. Hiccup watched her vanish through the doorway. He stalked toward the window and watched her slide into the cab's backseat. The cab started down the road and turned the corner.

He already missed her. Without her, the apartment felt empty. He'd been there by himself before, when she'd gone to class, the gym, or work, but knowing that she'd been gone for two nights was daunting. It shouldn't bother him. He'd lived in his apartment by himself and spent many days alone.

He'd gotten used to Astrid being there. He liked waking up and having her there, being able to talk to her, sitting close enough that he could feel her warmth. He sank onto the couch. They'd watched several episodes of Bones last night. She had curled next to him and he'd put his arm around her. Her hand rested of his thigh.

Admittedly, the show had sunk in, and he started the next episode. He'd already made it to the third season. He stayed on the couch until his bladder began to whine. Pausing the current murder scene, he headed toward the bathroom, and felt a cramp in the stump of his leg. He'd need to douse it with painkillers before he sat back down. That was one thing he hated about winter. The cold bothered his leg like nothing else. It felt like he'd dunked it in freezing waters and couldn't take it out.

He relieved himself and didn't bother to shut the door. When he was finished he limped to the medicine shelf in the kitchen and popped two little blue pills in his mouth. He swallowed them dry. He chased them with the half drunk coke from the day before that he'd left in the fridge. He'd discoveredthat Astrid's favorite soda was Sprite. Progress.

As he headed back to the couch an insidious curiosity struck. He looked into the darkened bedroom. Astrid wouldn't be back until Sunday night…he could snoop. He could look through _her_ sketchbook and see what she doodles. His legs twitched and he felt a tingle run up his spine. Suddenly, he was overwhelmed with a nervous uncertainty and a bizarre interest. He wanted to know what was in her sketchbook. She'd seen his.

But…reading a girl's diary was notorious for breeding disaster. He might as well write 'punching bag' on his forehead. Of course, that was assuming that she kept a diary. But…she wouldn't know about it.

Hiccup took a few tentative steps toward the dark bedroom and flipped on the light. The room was clean. Astrid kept the place neat. She'd picked up his dirty clothes from the floor and brought them back, folded and clean, in a laundry basket. She'd cleaned and reorganized to make room for his things. Most of his clothes were in the dresser and the closet.

She'd made an effect to share the space, however, the armoire was hers. He'd never seen it open. If he walked into the room she'd close it quickly. She would look at him as though she'd been caught looking at dirty magazines. Maybe that's what she kept in there. Her dirty secrets.

Hiccup glanced toward the front door to make sure she wouldn't sporadically materialize and catch him. He swallowed and opened the armoire. There were a few dresses and blouses hanging up, a single pair of beige slacks, scarves, and simple jewelry hanging on clear plastic hooks on the inside of the door. A few blankets were folded up at the bottom and a couple of picture frames were facing away from him, leaning up against the back of the armoire. Hiccup bit his lip as he reached for them. He knelt down and gently pushed the hem of a dress out of the way and pulled the picture frames out.

There were pictures in both of them. The first was a wedding photo, a couple on the beach in the evening, with the bright oceanic sun behind them. They were facing each other and holding hands. Her dress was white and his suit was black. They looked happy. The second picture was the same couple with a little girl, maybe five or six, assumably their daughter. She looked like them. She had her mother's bright yellow hair and her father's dark blue eyes. She wore a cheerful smile that he knew.

Astrid was the girl. The two must be her parents. Why would she keep a family picture hidden away? Why not hang it up? Hiccup thought about surprising her and hanging them up. It's be a nice something to do for her. Then again he _was_ snooping. There was no telling how she'd react. No, those pictures were there for a reason and, whatever it was, it was hers. It wasn't right for him to disturb them.

He replaced the pictures and stood up. His knee gave a meaty pop and he stretched his legs. Those painkillers would be another twenty minutes. He made sure the pictures looked just like they had. He adjusted the blankets where he'd drug the frames over them. He reached for the doors to shut them, not looking at anything in particular, when his eyes fell upon a little box. It was sitting on its own shelve near the top.

He shouldn't. But his blood was pumping, adrenaline surging, his heart was racing. He inhaled and reached for the little box. There wasn't anything particularly special about it. It was old, battered, and looked like it had seen much better days. Adrenaline-fueled curiosity lifted his thumbs to the lid. He pushed against it but it was locked. A tiny keyhole was on the front. He turned the box around in his hands. There was a horrible stain on the wood.

It was beyond intriguing. What could Astrid have inside the box that she wanted to keep locked away? In her own apartment? He wanted to know. But he wasn't about to go searching her sock drawer for a key. If she had gone to such a length to hid it then he really shouldn't be snooping. She didn't want him to find it. She didn't want anyone to find it. That was okay.

His curiosity was throbbing but he shouldn't be invading her privacy any further. He replaced the box on the shelf and scooted it back to where it had been. He closed the armoire.

X

She'd fallen in love with St. Louis. She loved the hipster vibe and the uptown attitude and the river-city style. Astrid watched the city flash by as the cab took her passed Busch Stadium. In the daylight everything was metal and glass but as the sun lowered the lights came out.

The cab pulled up in from of an unassuming hotel and casino that proudly advertised Rachel's on their first floor. She paid the cabbie and pulled her bag over her shoulder. She ignored the doorman as she walked inside. It was a lovely establishment. The lobby was clean and white, pruned plants spotted it with green, and a fountain was the center piece. A dramatic sweeping staircase lead up to the second floor. A glistening chandelier hung from the ceiling.

Jackson, the snotty concierge, stood behind the long desk. His hair and suit were impeccably groomed and he spoke in a flawless standard American accent. He was ready and capable to make any guest feel as at home and comfortably as humanly possible. Astrid couldn't stand him.

"Pigeon, welcome back," Jackson fake-smiled. He was good at it.

"Evening," Astrid returned his tight smile.

"You room is all ready," Jackson said.

Astrid didn't linger to make idle chitchat. She climbed the sweeping staircase to the second floor. There was a café there that always smelled like the most delicious coffees and creams. Right now it was closed, a dark space of beige tables and orange hanging lamps.

The hotel was thirty floors. The casino took the thirty second and thirty third floors. The thirty first floor contained rooms not available to the public. This floor was reserved for the working girls, and boys, at the casino. Astrid stepped off the elevator and headed to her room, 3107.

Her room was modest in size, about the same as her apartment, but it held much finer things. The curtains were smooth and layered and probably cost more than her entire wardrobe. The furniture was solid wood. She pulled the curtains opened to the river's view. The sun was almost gone and the river was simmering gold.

She glanced at the clock, thirty minutes to show time. She dropped her bag into the closet and slipped out of her boots. She reached for her phone and put it on silent, just in case. She stripped and threw her clothes into the bottom drawer of the dresser. She roughly pulled her hair out of its ponytail and shook it free.

Naked, she ran into the bathroom to examine her makeup. She'd done a little before she left but it needed redone. She pulled open the bathroom drawer that had been stocked as she'd requested. She added a dramatic line to her eyes and buffed her lashes. He dotted her lips and powdered her face. She braided her hair and twisted it along her scalp. It wasn't the fanciest but it would do. She should have left earlier.

Satisfied, she trotted back into the bedroom. Her dress was hanging in the closet, fresh and clean, ready to be worn. She pulled it off the hanger and shimmied into it. It was black and tight and the material was very unforgiving. The bodice was a miniature corset that allowed sturdy cleavage. She adjusted her breasts within the structured cups and checked the mirror to make sure it looked alright.

It was as good as it was going to get. Too short, too tight, too low. Whatever. She smoothed it out and zipped it. She lifted the heels from the closet and strapped her feet into them.

Done. The casino opened in five minutes. She closed the closet and the drawers and gave the room a quick one-over before stuffed the room key in the bodice of the dress and flipped off the lights.

The casino was currently empty. Six o'clock was still a little early on a Friday night for the drinkers and gamblers to come out. Although, there were the regulars that would show up any minute. There was already a small gathering outside the cloudy glass doors. The security guard let her in and she kept her eyes straight ahead and away from the stray male eyes that ogled her.

The lights were up and the dealers were organizing their tables. The slot machines were glowing and the skyline outside was eerie twilight as the sun vanished.

"Pige! Just on time!"

She was greeted by Alvin Trotter, a mountain of a man, with open arms. He was pushing six feet and six inches and had shoulders wider than Astrid was tall. He was a ruthless business man and clever as a psychopath. A scar ran down his left cheek and he cocked his smile purposefully to show off his gold tooth. He'd proudly tell anyone who'd listen about how he'd taken a right hook in a German bar. He was immaculately dressed in a gray suit and red tie. His hair was pulled back into a low ponytail.

"Thank you, I'm glad I can pay my rent." Astrid shrugged. She always felt so small when she stood next to Alvin.

"You feel like bartending tonight? One of my guys snapped his arm in three places." Alvin said with a dark humor that added to his intimidation. "The Rams lost. There'll be plenty of forlorn fans and lost bets."

"Sure," Astrid nodded. She shouldn't have worn heels.

"It'll be you and Alec," Alvin said as she headed toward the currently empty bar. It was glowing blue and white with the fish tanks that lined it's sides. White lights illuminated the hundreds of liquor bottles.

Alec was already there, making sure the glasses were in perfect lines, looking like the wannabe-actor hipster he was. He was alright. He and Astrid would sometimes watch the rich boys at the casino. Tonight he was sporting a Rams t-shirt underneath his black jacket.

"You're looking classy tonight," Astrid said as she slid behind the counter.

"It's a tip-maker." Alec gestured to himself. "If I look like a straight guy I get more tips. I can't rely on tits."

Astrid shared his laughter. Alec was always a joy to talk to. He never took anything too seriously.

The casino opened and the lights of a St. Louis Friday night reflected on the clouds. Men and women drifted through, gambling, drinking, and laughing. Their murmuring speech became white noise. The stools of the bar were continuously full and Astrid and Alec maintained excellent teamwork as drink orders multiplied.

Alec was right about the tips. "Gay guys love a manly man."

She slid him a coy smile when she caught him sliding a pair of skinny jeans his number on a napkin. He returned her smile, winking. Women and some guys always went to Alec's side of the counter whereas the majority of the men, and the occasional woman, drifted to hers. They didn't bother to hide their lingering stares on her chest.

One graying and well dressed man kept returning to her counter. His eyes followed her as he poured him another glass of white wine. He'd take it carefully and with every glass he left a ten dollar tip. She'd fold the bill and slip it gracefully into her bodice.

She scanned the crowd between drinks. She watched faces and listened to voices. Eleven o'clock came and the last of the patrons left, several on the arms of working girls, many to drunk to find their rooms. She was ready to go back to the room. Her feet were stinging and her back ached. The tables and counters were wiped down and the trash was taken out and finally the lights were dimmed as the casino shut down for the night.

"Have a good night, Pige?" Alvin asked, his tie a bit looser as he sat down at the empty bar. If it had been anyone else he would have yelled. But it was his bar and he could do what he wanted. That was how Alvin worked.

"Yeah," Astrid shrugged. "I made enough in tips to buy a new pair of shoes. Maybe two."

Alvin nodded. "Meet anyone knew?"

"No."

"That's too bad," Alvin shook his head. There was a dark glint in his eye. "Maybe next time,"

"Maybe," Astrid nodded.

"Alright, good night, Pige." Alvin said, nodding as he stood. "I'll see you tomorrow. How about brunch downstairs?"

"About ten?"

"See you then,"

Astrid went back to her room alone that night and it didn't bother her. She unlocked the door and knew that a shower was her first order of business. She sat down on the bed to free her feet and she set the by the closet door. She removed the tips from the bodice and dropped them onto the bed. She peeled herself out of the dress and shook it out. She hung it back in the closet.

She was too tired for a bath and headed for the shower instead. It was stashed in the corner of the bathroom and was big enough for twelve people. She turned the water as hot as it would go and steamed up the room. After a good scrub she felt much better, albeit tired. She fell into the king sized bed, damp and naked, without much of a care otherwise. The sheets were soft, some kind of ridiculously expensive cotton-silk-heaven blend.

X

It was nearly two in the morning when Hiccup decided it was time to go to bed. He was falling asleep on the couch but he couldn't stop watching Bones. He finally turned off the lights and crashed into the bed. He reached for his phone. The light from the screen illuminated the headboard.

No new messages.

He was being clingy. But he couldn't help from worrying when Astrid didn't text him back.

_Sorry if I'm bothering you. You're probably working._

He sighed, and waited. He slid the phone underneath the pillow just in case.

X

Astrid jumped awake to the sound of a sharp jittering. It took her a startling moment to realize it was the bedside telephone.

"Hello?" Astrid asked hoarsely into the receiver.

"Your wake up call, Ma'am." said the female on the other side.

Astrid glanced toward the clock, nine thirty. "Thank you,"

She hung up and collapsed back into the bed. Groaning, she stretched, and rubbed her eyes. She rolled out of bed and stalked into the bathroom. The face in the mirror was stained with residual mascara. She washed her face and scrubbed her eyes. She didn't bother to re-paint before she left. Her hair was thrown into an uneven braid. She pulled out legging and a t-shirt from her bag.

Alvin was sitting at a corner booth in the second floor café. There was a photographer doing a wedding shoot of a young couple in the lobby. Astrid interrupted as she walked toward the café but she ignored the dirty looks from the bride. Besides, it's a public lobby. She could smell the warm coffee and fresh muffins and couldn't wait to taste the lavish flavors.

With her mocha and cinnamon, with an extra dash of sweet cream, she headed toward Alvin's corner booth. Although he was a big man himself, and very capable of taking care of himself, he traveled with at least one bodyguard. There was one on either side of the booth and they only gave a second's glance as she sat down across from him. Alvin welcomed her with a morning smile.

"Good morning, Pige. Sleep well?"

"Are you kidding?" Astrid smiled. "One those mattresses I could probably sleep for a week."

Alvin laughed. He took a sip of his coffee. "Someone asked about you last night."

"Who?"

"Some lawyer, I forget his name, some self-important prick." Alvin shook his head. His face was unreadable.

_Oh_. Astrid nodded. This coffee was incredible.

"He offered thirty for you." Alvin said flatly.

"Thirty?" Asked almost choked. She must have misheard him.

"Thirty." Alvin nodded. "Thousand."

"What?" Astrid coughed. "I mean, I'm flattered, but…that's really high. What's the catch?"

Alvin laughed. "That's what I asked."

"There has to be one. That's three time my starting rate." Astrid stated.

"I didn't tell him that," Alvin shook his head. "He's married and has a decent private firm in Chicago."

"And…" Astrid asked, but Alvin only looked at her, expectantly, waiting for her to put the pieces together. "…there's a extra fee for discretion?"

"Bingo," Alvin nodded.

"Thirty." Astrid reminded herself. "That's not bad. I could use a car. Maybe one of those electric ones."

Alvin smiled. "Always the practical one. Just like your mother. But, what would you do if you have one of those two-seaters and you need groceries?"

"I'll be rich. I can have them delivered to my door." Astrid shrugged. "Or just get one bag at a time."

Alvin nodded. "Aye, that you can do. "

They talked mostly of small things, school, classes, and friends, and Alvin would add simple comments here and there. He sipped his coffee as Astrid talked.

"What about your new friend?" he asked.

"What new friend?"

"The one you're living with."

Astrid lowered her coffee to the table and narrowed his eyes at him. That's what he'd wanted to know but he'd waited to see if she'd talk about it before being asked. Alvin could be polite.

"I have my sources," Alvin shrugged.

"Do you just want to tell me what you already know and I'll just fill in the gaps?" Astrid sighed.

Alvin nodded, "What's his name?"

"Hiccup."

"What kind of name is that?"

"A nickname."

"Does he have a real name?"

"Harold."

"Does Harold have a last name?"

"Haddock."

"Harold Haddock. Hmm. What does he do?"

"He's going to school."

"For what?"

"He doesn't know yet."

"How old is he?"

"Twenty-one, I think. Maybe twenty-two."

"How did you meet?"

"At the library."

"How do you know he's not a crazy one?"

Astrid laughed, "There was a spider in the bathtub on morning and he came in and woke me up to kill it."

Alvin smirked. "You did always like the wimpy ones. I hear he's skinny, too."

Astrid groaned. Eret had probably told him. That sounds like something he'd add. She'd have to remember to punch him.

The rest of the brunch went by in simple talk and at noon they parted ways. Alvin has a business meeting and Astrid had a date with a bubble bath. As she headed back up the stairs she passed Clara, a black-haired girl, who'd seen last seen leaving the casino with some entitled prick on her arm.

"Hey," Clara smiled, "How much did you make last night?"

Astrid returned her smile but she didn't miss the dislike on her tone. "Eh, maybe one-fifty. I haven't counted."

Clara gave a satisfied smile. Clearly, she'd made more than that. They bid simple goodbyes and started back on their opposite paths. Astrid knew that she had it easier than most girls that she worked with. She didn't _have _to do this. But Clara, she knew, did. She supported herself and a daughter with what she made. Alvin had found her in some off-beat strip joint, one of the many that he scouted in, and like most girls she jumped at his offer.

Astrid made it back to her room stripped back down. She turned on the water in the tub and went back in the bedroom to wait for it to fill. She reached for her phone. It would need a charge.

Five new messages.

"Shit," Astrid mumbled as she sat down on the bed.

From Hiccup, November 21, 5:15 pm, _It's weird being here without you._

November 21, 6:45 pm, _I've never been to St. Louis. Is it nice? _

November 21, 11:36 pm, _I can't stop watching Bones. _

November 22, 2:06 am, _Sorry if I'm bothering you. You're probably working. _

November 22, 11:02 am, _Good morning!_

Astrid bit her lip. She quickly opened the text box, _Good morning! You're not bothering me. I left my phone in the room. I like St. Louis. I'll bring you back a present. _

She watched the text fly up into the dialogue. She waited a moment for a reply, tapping on the phone, starting at the screen.

_You don't have to do that._

Astrid smiled, _Too late! I already made the plan!_

There was still enough battery left to last a little while. She bit her lip and clutched the phone as she headed back into the streamed bathroom.

_Well, then fine. I'll be expecting festive wrapping paper._

_ Hiccup, how do you feel about phone sex? _It was blunt and straightforward but it was too late. She shut the bathroom door with the phone in her hand. Hiccup was taking a long time to answer. Maybe he wasn't that into it…or didn't know if he was or not.

_ How does that work? _

Astrid's heart thumped faster.

_Call me and find out. _

X

I wonder what's going to happen next…
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Chapter 17: What a Chaser

Hiccup woke up at about ten but laid in bed until his bladder refused to rest any longer. Sighing, he sat up and rubbed his face. He pulled his legs to the edge of the bed and instantly felt the unbalance. He pulled back the blanket and sure enough there was his prosthetic. The pink plastic and shiny metal left foot was laying at an odd angle.

Astrid wasn't here. He didn't have to sleep in it. He had gotten used to the extra weight and he felt incomplete with only three quarters of a leg under the blanket. He pulled the prosthetic across the bed and set it on floor beside its flesh and blood brother. He hung his left leg over the bed's edge and put a hand over the scarred stump.

It ached. The nonexistent foot ached. He groaned against the cold.

He slipped the stump into the prosthetic and secured it with the straps. He wiggled it around to make sure it wouldn't budge. He stood up and took a few carefully steps. When he was confident that he wouldn't crash to the floor he made his way to the bathroom. After the toilet his next stop was the pill bottle.

He popped two blue pills into his mouth and spied into the bottle. He was running low. Maybe he'd go shopping today. It would give him something to do. In the meantime he set the kettle on the stove for some instant coffee. He opened the cabinet and reached blindly for a mug. The one that he set onto the counter happened to be Astrid's favorite, a red and black Viking mug.

He sighed. What was Astrid doing?

While he waited on the water to boil he retrieved his sketchbook from his bag. He hadn't drawn in a while and had a back-up of creative flow that was itching through his fingers. He sank onto the couch and flipped through the pages to the next blank one and rested his hand on it. There was something exciting about a blank page. It could hold anything. Its destiny wasn't clear or even started. The other pages were filled and those imagines were all they would ever be. However, this page was blank, open.

He nestled the pencil in his hand but before lead met paper the kettle began to whistle. He set the book aside and poured the boiling water over the black powder in the bottom of the mug. It frothed as the kitchen was filled with the delicious smell of coffee.

Warm mug in hand he returned to the sketchbook. He took a sip of the slightly bitter brew and set it onto the coffee table. He nestled the pencil back into his hand and let the curves and soft angles form across the page.

How did this happen? At first he hadn't known what to do with Astrid and now he didn't know what to do without her. How had she become such a part of his daily life? He looked forward to seeing her when he came home. He enjoyed hearing her voice when she announced her return.

His eyes were watching the pencil trail along an unfinished shape but his mind was elsewhere. He'd had crushes before. But they had all passed. Astrid, however, hadn't. His feelings had grown, if anything. He honestly hadn't expected that. He also hadn't expected Astrid to return his feelings.

Astrid. She was probably busy and hadn't had time to text him. Still, he wanted to know everything that she was doing. He wanted to be there, too, wherever she was. He wanted to know everything about her. He didn't want to share her time with anyone else. It was jealousy, he knew, but didn't care. So what if he was jealous?

His attention was thrust back into the present by the dinging of his phone. His gaze focused on his newest drawing. It was Astrid. She took up nearly the entire page. She was laying in bed and his view was of his own, laying next to her, watching her sleep. Her hand clutched the blanket up to her chin.

Her face was soft and her hair was tossed around her head and like always, she was beautiful.

He set his sketchbook aside and fetched his phone from the bedroom. His heart leapt as he read Astrid's name across the screen. He quickly flicked his finger across the lock and opened the message.

_Good morning! You're not bothering me. I left my phone in the room. I like St. Louis. I'll bring you back a present. _

Astrid. Hiccup inhaled at the sight of her words. _You don't have to do that. _

_ Too late! I already made the plan!_

Astrid, so stubborn, so amazing. _Well, then fine. I'll be expecting festive wrapping paper. _

He was smiling as the message flew up into the dialogue. It was incredible how just talking to her made his heart thump.

_Hiccup, how do you feel about phone sex?_

Pardon, what? Hiccup stared at her words and read them multiple times until he was sure he wasn't misunderstanding. Phone sex? What? Was he supposed to do things with his phone? That sounded…stupid.

He took a breath, _How does that work?_

_ Call me and find out. _

Hiccup's thumb froze over the call icon beside Astrid's name. He inhaled and touched it. As the phone rang he slowly exhaled. He put the phone up to his ear.

"Hi," Astrid's voice answered on the other side.

"Hello," Hiccup said. This was already awkward. He heard Astrid's gentle laugh and what sounded like water splashing. "What are you doing?"

"I'm taking a bath,"

"Oh," Hiccup gulped. Was it just him or was she trying to sound seductive on purpose? "So…how does this work?"

"It's like regular sex but without being in the same room,"

"What?"

Astrid laughed, sweetly, "It's like…you know, you touch yourself and tell me about it."

"Uh," Hiccup swallowed.

"Or you can tell me about what you'd _like_ to do," Astrid said, and he could hear her smiling.

"Uh,"

"Do you want me to start?"

"Yes."

"Okay, what are you wearing right now?"

"Uh…jeans, and a hoodie," Hiccup looked down at himself. He heard Astrid laugh. "Is that wrong?"

"No, but your first step is to take those jeans off."

"Do you really want me to?"

"Yes."

Hiccup sighed. He paused, and the said "Okay. I'm done."

"You didn't take them off."

"How do you know?"

"Because you haven't moved." Astrid laughed. "You only had like half a second and it takes a good two seconds to take off a pair of jeans. Unless you snuck a pair of those skinny jeans into your wardrobe when I wasn't looking. _Those_ would take like a good ten or thirty seconds, depending on how tight they are. You know, I wouldn't mind seeing in some of those."

"Fine, I'll take off my pants." Hiccup sighed and he set down the phone. He stood up and undid the button and zipper and pushed them down his legs and to the ground. "Okay, I'm not wearing pants."

"I'd take mine off but I'm not wearing any."

"Because you're in the bathtub."

"Yeah," Astrid was smiling. "I'm naked."

"Now what?" Hiccup asked, tapping his toes.

"Think about me in the bath," Astrid whispered into the phone. Her voice was low, even, with a not-so-subtle sultry undertone that set a fire beneath his ribcage. "The water's hot. The mirror is steamed up. Candles are burning. The air is thick and moist. I want you to join me. I want your hands on me."

"Where?" Hiccup asked, gulping down his innocence.

"See, you're not so bad at this." Astrid's normal tone returned with humor. "Don't be afraid to throw in some extra sensory details, sexy atmosphere, and maybe some luscious thoughts."

"Like what?"

"Like candles, there aren't actually any candles in the bathroom. I made it up because it sounded sexy. I'd love to have sex with nothing but a dozen candles. There's something about the warm firelight flickering across bare flesh." Astrid sighed with a hum as her temptress voice returned. "What about you? Imagine your perfect setting to make love. Describe it to me."

"Uh…" Hiccup swallowed. "There is…a bed."

"How big?"

"The biggest." Hiccup said quickly, hearing the unmistakable innuendo instantly, but not bothering to take it back. He heard Astrid hum to his answer. He was struck with a sudden idea that was either brilliance or stupidity. "It's raining. It's past midnight. I think she's asleep but she's playing pretend. She doesn't like storms. She asks me if I'm awake. I tell her that I am. She places a hand on my chest."

"Go on," Astrid's voice was quiet on the other side.

"She kisses me," Hiccup felt the blood rushing to his groin at the thought of the next part of his story. "And I don't know what to do. I've never kissed a girl like her before. She's too beautiful to be into me, her lips are too soft, her skin is too smooth. It's dark and I can't see her. But she knows what she's doing. She takes off her shirt and I can't breath. She lets me touch, and I can't believe how soft they are, like silk in my hands, and she makes a sound that I want to hear again and again."

Hiccup paused and listened into the phone. He could hear her gentle breathing coming from the other side. He swallowed, fearing that he had failed, "Astrid?"

"Hmm?"

"Are you still there?"

"Yeah," Astrid sighed, her voice softer than before, "Tell me more."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes." Astrid said. "You're doing amazing."

Hiccup swallowed, and continued, "She takes off my shirt and slides her hand across my chest." He could still remember the simmering sensations of her fingers running across his bare chest. He raised a hand to the spot where a ghost of the feeling had left a trail of gooseflesh.

"Then what?" Astrid breathlessly asks.

"She takes off my pants and I'm beside myself. She takes off hers and I know that I'm dreaming. I've never touched a woman's hips before. She climbs on top of me." Hiccup paused. He couldn't deny his arousal. He reached into his underwear and let his erection poke through. He slowly pumped with his hand, thinking of the sex, of the blowjob, and Astrid.

"Hiccup," Astrid breathed into the phone with the same subtle pleasure she'd hummed when he'd had her sensitive parts in his mouth.

"Yeah?" Hiccup breathed back, his own voice ragged between pumps of his hand. "What are you thinking about?"

"You," Astrid gasped into the phone, her voice high-pitched, "I'm thinking about being on top of you, underneath you, all over you. I want your hands, your mouth, your tongue, all over me. I want to feel your tongue on my neck, your teeth on my skin, your hands on my chest, in my hair, between my legs…I want you to fuck me as hard as you can."

Astrid gasped into the phone and Hiccup groaned as he spilled into his hand. They were passed words as their shared breaths clogged their throats, a shared pleasure crossing between them, as the climatic end burst from either side in unabated ecstasy. Their breathing calmed together and as the ecstasy ebbed. It left them separated by two cell phones and a hundred mile gap.

"Hiccup," Astrid sighed, relaxed, in the same tone she used when she said goodnight.

"Yeah," Hiccup sighed at her voice. The familiar sense of shame washed over him.

"That was good," Astrid sighed, "I mean, for your first time."

"Who said that was my first time?" Hiccup smiled, knowing she could sense the lie. Her gentle laugh proved him right.

"Do you really think that about me?" Astrid asked, her voice so soft that at first he wasn't sure she's spoken.

"Yes." Hiccup said without hesitation. He almost bit his lip but the distance between them swelled his weak confidence. "Do you really think that about me?"

Astrid's laugh returned, "Yes."

Hiccup was blushing and was glad that she couldn't see him. His entire face felt red as lava.

"So my hips are the first you've touched?"

"Besides mine, I mean, yeah. And you know how much I love touching my hips." Hiccup shrugged without missing a beat.

"I can completely understand that." Astrid hummed.

"Oh, do you?"

"Yes, I do. You've got some great hips." Astrid side. "Narrow, and firm."

"Astrid," Hiccup laughed, feeling the burning in his face growing.

"Do you really think my breasts are soft?"

"Yes," Hiccup laughed out of pity. "Are all breasts soft or is it just yours?"

"It's just mine." Astrid said quickly. "And I know that for a fact so you don't have to test it out."

Hiccup laughed. He sighed into the phone, "I'm going to have to clean off my hand, so…"

"Right, and I have hair to wash." Astrid said matter-of-factly. "I'll text you before I leave, okay?"

"Okay, I'll see you."

"Bye."

X

Astrid ended the call and let her phone slide out of her hand and onto the bathmat. How the hell could Hiccup have such a ridiculous effect on her? A boy had never made her feel like this before. His voice inflated such a warmth in her chest that she could neither describe or understand.

It couldn't be…._that_…no way. She wouldn't even say it. She wasn't going to say _that _word. That word had never been anything but trouble. It couldn't that, anyway, probably not. But…what if it was? Is this what it felt like? No, this was just the inflated beginnings of a relationship where everything was butterflies in stomachs and rushing endorphins.

Astrid dunked her head below the water and scrubbed her scalp. She reemerged and let the water run down her face and drip back into the water.

This would wear off. The butterflies would fly away and the endorphins would run out. They always did. She didn't know how much time she had until then so she might as well enjoy it while it lasted.

X

Saturday night in St. Louis was unimpeded by the late November weather. Sidewalks were filled with bar-goers and taxis meandered the streets. Astrid watched the city below from the casino's all-around windows. But she had little time to spare. Her shot tray was empty and she was due for a return tip to the bar. On the way she grabbed each empty glass she spotted until the tray could hold no more.

"Fill her up." Astrid said as she set her tray on the edge of the counter and emptied the dirty glasses into the wash bin and refilled it with empty clean ones. It was incredible how many shot glasses they went through in a night.

"Right," Alec said. He tipped the vodka bottle and filled them half full and filled the other half with some blue liquor.

The tray was full of twenty dollars shots and she was off again. She didn't make it far.

"Hey, Sweetcakes," a young man, a baseball player she assumed, was calling her and motioned lazily with his hand, Cardinals cap cocked to the side. He'd already caused a commotion that night. He's spent thousands at the blackjack table and even more trying to impress his loose crowd of groupies in miniskirts.

"Hmm?" Astrid put on her perfected fake smile and came to his summons.

"The whole tray!" He exclaimed, and bathed in the cheering of his companions.

Before she could tell him the price he withdrew a roll of cash that seemed ever flowing from his pocket. He wasn't private about his money or spending it. He picked each bill from the wad like he was plucking petals as Astrid lowered the tray into the groupies' reach. The tray was quickly empty again.

"Keep the change, babe." He smirked with a wink as he handed her three one-hundred dollar bills.

Astrid took the bills and tucked them into the bodice of the dress. She could see the chew stains on his uneven teeth but she ignore the grotesqueness and put on her charmed smile. For an eighty dollar tip she sure as hell could fake smile.

The night drug on and she made three more rounds at Mr. Baseball's table and had accumulated more than three hundred dollars just on him. She passed the bar with the empty tray and dumped the cash into the shared tip jar. Her feet were killing her and she took a breather while Alec refilled the shot tray with whatever concoction he'd magically thrown together.

"Hey, Pige," Alvin walked to the bar and the crowd easily parted in front of him. He leaned onto the bar beside her. He pushed the tray out of her hands. "Come talk to me,"

Astrid left the tray and followed Alvin's massive shoulders into the storage room where boxes rested on shelves that rose to the ceiling. The door fell closed and the commotion of the casino was muffled.

"Yeah?" Astrid asked as she leaned against a shelving unit to rest one foot at a time.

"You boy's back," Alvin crossed her arms. "What do you say?"

"Thirty thousand?" Astrid asked.

"That's the final number." Alvin nodded. "In cash, too."

Astrid sighed. She'd been avoiding this on purpose. She hated these decisions.

"Listen Pige, you can say no." Alvin whispered. "I'll tell him to scram."

Thirty thousand dollars. That's more than some people make in a year. It's a lot less than some people make in a year, too. It was a lot to walk away from. Too much.

"I'll do it." Astrid nodded.

Alvin sighed and kept his black eyes on her. Finally, he nodded, "Alright."

"You know the drill, Pige." Alvin nodded as he ducked out of the storage room and back into his casino.

Astrid waited until the door closed behind Alvin to release a sigh she'd been holding. She bent forward with a groan and felt several pops come from her back. Alvin's blank stare always made her feel like she'd disappointed a grandfather. She straightened up and shook off the feeling. She stretched her smile muscles before returning to the casino.

The gray-streaked lawyer was sitting at the bar with a glass of white wine. He eyed Astrid like a hungry tiger as she grabbed the tray of shots and filtered them through the crowd. At ten thirty the bar stopped serving and Astrid returned her tray and glasses to the counter. She stood under the lawyer's gaze while she emptied the glasses into the bin.

Eleven o'clock rolled around the gray streaked lawyer was still at the bar. Astrid was exhausted and ignored the pain in her feet as she leaned onto the bar beside him.

"John," he introduced himself. He was still slipping his wine. "Pigeon, is it?"

"That's right," Astrid smiled.

He finished his wine in one swig. "Let's get out of here, hm?"

Astrid bit the inside of her cheek. John the Lawyer was trying to be the cool kid but he was looking like a fool. She could read him like a children's book. He peaked in high school and was holding onto that jock-honor and floating his self-importance over everyone else. Yeah, she knew the type, and she didn't like it. Never had and never would.

John the Lawyer set the empty glass on the table and stood up. His eyes fell somewhere over her shoulder and as she started for the door she caught Alvin, standing with his arms crossed, and looking as intimidating as he could. Before a client stepped out with a girl, or boy, they suffered through a mysterious talk with Alvin. No one knew what he told them. Threats, most likely, and Alvin had both the balls to carry them out and the resources to get away with them. No one crossed Alvin, not twice, anyway.

Astrid ignored John the Lawyer's prattle about the upper class. It seemed that someone was wearing a knock off suit. He could tell from a distance, of course, because he had an eagle's eye. Astrid bit her lip and swallowed the urge to lead him to the stairs and push him down them. Gods, she hated guys like him.

She pulled the room key out of her bodice and flicked it into the lock and pushed the door open. She held it open for John the Lawyer and he skipped the 'thank you' as he walked inside, smug smirk across his face. She let the door shut on its own.

"Ah," John the Lawyer said as he slipped the wedding ring from his finger. It clicked as he set it on the dresser. He slipped off his suit jacket and folded it carefully and laid it on the desk chair. He loosened his tie.

Astrid reached down to unbuckle her shoes.

"Leave those on," John the Lawyer snapped, like a command given to a dog or a computer. In other circumstance she would have socked him. The bruises would be his to explain. But tonight she swallowed that pride and left her shoes on her stinging feet.

Whatever. She let him unzip her dress. He held her by the waist with a forced grip and pulled the zipper down. He pushed her toward the bed. Yeah, she knew the type. He constantly needed the reassurance that he was 'the man' that his ego wanted to believe he was. On the outside he was tough and strong and in charge but on the inside he was a child, probably with mommy-issues.

But she wasn't going to ask. She didn't care. She didn't care why people cheated or what drove them to it. She didn't care why they'd toss out thirty thousand dollars for a five minute high, or looking at this middle aged lawyer, two minutes. But she played her part, increased her breathing rate, moaned at the appropriate time, sighed and closed her eyes, and grabbed fistfuls of the bed sheet at the would-be end.

John the Lawyer crashed onto the bed and was asleep in ten minutes, maybe less, and Astrid slipped out of her shoes. She set them quietly on the floor by the closet and crept through the darkened hotel room and into the bathroom. She waited until the door was closed before she flipped on the light. She wanted to throw herself into a streaming shower but settled instead for a quick facial scrub in cold water.

She watched the water drain through the shiny grate.

Thirty thousand. A new car. Rent. Food. Clothes. Shoes. A vacation. Thirty thousand dollars.

Astrid dried her face on one of the softest towels she'd felt and flipped off the light. She crept back into the bedroom and slipped into the bed. She had been exhausted but she knew that sleep was going to be evasive tonight.

X

Astrid woke up to dreary gray daylight seeping in from underneath the curtains' edges. For that brief early morning moment everything was fine. Then John the Lawyer groaned in his sleep and reminded her of his presence and the moment was gone. He burped as he rolled onto his back, groaned, and stretched as he sat up. Astrid pretended to be asleep. She didn't feel like playing nice this morning.

He went into the bathroom and didn't bother to shut the door. The light flooded the room and he burped again as he flushed the toilet. He didn't wash his hands. Figures, it fits his type.

He was getting dressed in the suit that he'd meticulously folded the night before when Astrid rolled over and sat up. She held the blanker over herself and she greeted him with as warm of a smile as she could muster.

"I've gotta jet, _Pige_." John the Lawyer sighed, a feigned remorse, as he stared toward the window. "There's a front coming down from Canada and it's supposed to get nasty. I do _not _want to be stuck here."

Snow. _Yay_.

John the Lawyer left and Astrid collapsed back onto the bed. She relished in the quiet. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and sighed as she looked at the time. It was barely eight. Better now than never, right? She threw the covers off and walked into the bathroom and went straight to the shower.

An hour later, Astrid was sitting on the edge of the bed and braiding her wet hair over her shoulder. She twisted the braid into a bun. She picked up her shoes and replaced them in the closet and took out her bag. Tossing it onto the bed, she withdrew her clothes from the drawers, and kicked her black dress toward the bathroom door.

She dressed in a pair of leggings and a t-shirt. She pulled on her boots and coat and slung her bag over her shoulder. She grabbed her phone and quickly dialed for a car. She'd text Hiccup when she was on the road. With the car on the way she slipped the phone in her pocket and headed downstairs.

She stopped by the café and ordered a coffee-to-go. She sipped it while she meandered down to the gift shop. She walked through the sparse and overpriced do-dads and finally settled on a black and white St. Louis themed coffee mug.

"That all, Ma'am?" the middle-aged woman behind the counter asked, her tone bitter and tired, nails a horrible shade of green.

"Yes," Astrid nodded and handed her a card which the woman took while looking down her nose. Astrid waited while the woman tediously worked the cash register, much longer than necessary, as if she wanted the machine to deny it.

"Could you gift wrap it?" Astrid asked.

"Of course," the woman groaned.

The woman slid the card across the table and wrapped the mug in tissue paper and tucked it into a perfectly shaped box. Astrid accepted the box with a kind smile but the woman returned only a sneer.

Astrid failed to bit her tongue and the words slipped out. "You know, this is the part when you wish the customer a good day."

"Oh, my apologizes," the woman's lips twisted downward without a hint of humor, true or faked. But she forced the words out, "Have a good day,"

"You too," Astrid nodded as she left the gift shop.

She'd have to deal with the repercussion of that one, probably, but that was later. She waited in the lobby for the car and took a sigh of relief when she slid into the backseat. As it pulled away from the hotel she reached for her phone.

_On the way back. See you in a couple hours._

They had just passed the city limits when it began to snow.

X

I know, I know - I promise that in my next story, Astrid will be a virgin. Scout's honor.
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Chapter 18: Welcome Home

White swirled in blurry monochrome rainbows while icy fingers grasped each other and danced along invisible paths. They wound upward and outward into the sky, into unseen fairy rings, into heaven's dimension. She tried to reach out to them but couldn't. They were too far away.

"Hey, we're there,"

Astrid was shaken from her sleep. She'd slumped against the backseat of the cab and was holding onto her bag with crossed arms. The driver was looking over the seat at her.

"Oh, yeah," Astrid shook off the last strains of sleep. There was a crick in her back. Awesome. She retrieved cash from her bag and paid the impatient driver. She tossed the bag onto her shoulder and left the cab.

The snow had persisted. The streets and sidewalks were covered in a soft blanket. It was still coming down but in light flurries that barely touched her cheeks as she looked into the sky. She looked toward her apartment's living room window. The curtains were open. She sighed and started inside, crunching snow under her boots, and feeling the crick in her back moan with activity.

She stomped her boots on the rug before the elevator. She reached for the button but her hand paused. Her heart was bumping in her chest and her legs were twitching. She stepped away from the elevator and ran into the stairwell and all the way to her floor. She was out of breath and heaving as she walked onto the landing but she couldn't stop.

She came to a halt in front of her door. Suddenly, her keys felt heavy. She caught her breath, staring at the wood, and listened to the sound of someone in the kitchen. She reached for the knob but her hand froze. Why was she nervous about entering her own home?

"Fuck," Astrid spat in a whisper. She knew exactly why but she refused to admit it to herself.

No. Right now she was coming home from a long weekend working tables and serving drinks. Nothing more. One the other side of the door was her boyfriend, making something by the sounds, and waiting.

_Get a hold of yourself, Astrid. _She inhaled and held it, feeling her lungs expand, and slowly exhaled. She fastened her hand on the knob and turned. She walked inside and closed the door behind her.

"Hey," Hiccup smiled from the kitchen counter.

"Hi," Astrid stood on the mat. Why did she feel like a stranger? She kicked off her boots. "What're you doing?"

"Making a sandwich. Do you want one?" Hiccup asked, motioning to the lunchmeat and cheese circling his plate.

"Oh, no, I'm good." Astrid shook her head. She nodded herself out of the kitchen and into the bedroom. What was wrong with her? She tossed her bag beside the bed and looked to make sure that Hiccup wasn't behind her.

What the hell was wrong? Why did she feel like she was invading? This was her apartment, damn it! She couldn't calm her breathing. In a panic she reached for her phone. She tucked it between her torso and her arm and headed for the bathroom. She didn't know why she didn't want Hiccup to see it.

She kept her sights on the open bathroom door and shut it quickly behind her. She sank to the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest. With shaking thumbs, she found Heather in her contacts and pulled up the dialogue box.

_Something's wrong. _Astrid cursed herself silently. She kept misspelling the words and had to start over several times. She waited and set the silent screen on the floor between her feet. She crawled to the bath and turned on the water, as hot as it would go, and flipped on the showerhead. The steam rose up and the water pounded on the empty tub floor. Astrid was watching the mirror slowly cloud when her phone dinged. Her hand flew to it.

_What's up? U ok?_

_No_. Astrid shook at the keyboard and her breaths came in gasps. Was she sick? Was this some kind of seizure? Were her levels of some such or another out of balance? Should she so to the hospital?

_What's wrong?!_

_I don't know. I'm shaking_. Astrid tried to stifle her ragged breaths. She stared at the screen, waiting. Heather was always a source of calm advice. She needed some, right now.

_Do you want to talk? Coffee?_

_ No. I can't leave right now._

_What? Should I call the police? Ambulance?_

_No. I think I'm sick but I don't know why_.

_Can you call me?_

Astrid looked toward the cascading hot water. She didn't want Hiccup to hear. Why? She didn't know that either. She inhaled and pressed the call button. Heather answered immediately.

"What is going on? Do I need to come over? Are you okay?" Heather asked in a panic. "I can bring Carl."

"I-I don't know." Astrid whispered. Carl was an theater nut, like Heather, but unlike her he was built like a giant.

"Are you crying?"

"God, I hope not." Astrid wiped at her eyes. She was. "Shit,"

"Astrid, talk to me. What's happening?"

"I-I came home, and Hiccup was here, and it's just…like I don't belong here. I shouldn't be here. I don't know what to do. I can't breathe and I'm shaking…" Astrid whispered, inhaling as her chest heaved. She ran a hand through her hair. The steam was heating up the bathroom and leaving a dense humidity on her skin.

"What?" Heather asked, less worried and more curious.

"I don't understand,"

"Astrid, calm down, I need you to talk to me." Heather said in her sturdy alto. "Start from the beginning."

"Ok, I, uh, went to St. Louis this weekend," Astrid whispered. "And…"

"Oh. _Oh._" The low-toned contempt in Heather's voice didn't go unnoticed.

"And I-I just got home and…it just…I don't know. I fell apart."

Heather sighed, "Astrid, sweetie, I want you to imagine me giving you a hug right now. I'm squeezing you so tight that it hurts to breathe. I'm patting your head apologetically and I tell you this, in my best motherly voice, that you are feeling guilty."

"Guilty?"

"Your subconscious is screaming at your right now." Heather said, lowing her voice, "You just went to play with rich guys in the city. Am I wrong when I assume that more than just sweet talk and booze passed between you?"

"No," Astrid lowered her hand onto her knees.

"Your inner self knows what you did and that tiny Astrid on the inside is trying to tell you that it's a horrible idea." Heather said sternly, then sighed.

"I'm sorry," Astrid whispered, her voice gone.

"Astrid," Heather said, a bit reprimanding, "I'm not the one you should apologize to. I know you don't like to talk about it, so I'll just say it once and be done. If you really like that guy you need to stop…doing _that_…before it explodes and ruins whatever you've got with him."

'"I know," Astrid cried. "But…I just…"

"I know, I know," Heather said dismissively. "But normal jobs aren't extinct. You can survive on old fashioned waitressing. You don't _have_ to do this to yourself."

"Thirty thousand." Astrid said into the phone, her voice hoarse and dry from crying, that seemed to have thankfully passed.

"What?"

"I got paid thirty thousand dollars this weekend. One night."

"Are you fucking serious?"

"Yes."

"That's a like half a house!"

"I know."

"Shit." Heather spat. She sighed. "In any case you do realize that by earning those dollars that you cheated?"

"Cheated?" Astrid barely managed to squeeze out the words. "No, no, it's not like that…"

"Astrid, sweetie, you cheated." Heather said plainly without judgment. It was a fact, undisputable, like a passage read from a dictionary.

"But,"

"You had relations with a person that wasn't your significant other. That's cheating." Heather said.

"God," Astrid groaned into her hand. She sucked in a sob. She could feel the tears returning.

"Have you told him?"

"Fuck no." Astrid spat, the tears suddenly feeling far away. She'd never tell Hiccup about that night. She'd seen the way that people looked at her after they knew. It was different. It was a look filled with pity, distrust, and hate, like she'd stepped in something smelly and tracked it through their house.

She loved the way Hiccup looked at her, like he actually liked her for who she was, instead of what she was. She couldn't stand the thought of his eyes changing.

"Then the only thing I can do is warn you." Heather said. "It's going to blow up. He's going to be mad. You'll be upset.

"I know." Astrid sighed.

"Okay," Heather sighed. "When that happens, I'll be here for you."

"Thanks." Astrid said. The call ended and she lifted her chin. Sweat was beading on her scalp.

X

Hiccup sat on the couch, Bones on the TV, and ate his sandwich while Astrid showered. She was taking longer than usual but she had looked exhausted. She'd come home in a frenzy and vanished into the bedroom and then the bathroom. He'd had days like that. A hot shower just melted the stress. But still…there was something in the way that she'd looked at him. It was like surprise, or worry, or even fear. It had unsettled something in his chest that he didn't want to think about. Doubt.

Was Astrid having second thoughts about him moving in? This was her place, after all, maybe she'd just wanted some time alone. In this small apartment private time was hard to come by. He could still move back into his place. There was still time to undo this before it became a disaster.

Hiccup finished his sandwich, washed the plate, dried it, returned it to the cabinet, replaced himself on the couch, and was halfway through the episode when the shower was finally turned off. It was a few moments before the door opened and Astrid, draped in a towel, wet hair folded over her shoulders in dark golden tendrils, went straight into the bedroom and pushed the door closed behind her.

She was being so distance. It was as if he wasn't sitting there at all. Was something wrong? He could feel it in his stomach. Something was stirring and he knew it wasn't the lunchmeat. It was barely three days old. He inhaled, stood up, pretending that he had much more confidence and courage that he really did. He took the few steps to the bedroom door. He didn't opened it. Instead he turned his back to it. He kept his gaze on the snow-lined window.

"Hey, Astrid?"

There was a pause in the skirmish of clothing. "Yeah?"

"Are you alright?"

"…yeah."

Hiccup sighed. Her answer was quick. Should he say something else? He'd never been very good at consoling.

"You know, you can talk to me, about anything." Hiccup said to the door. His heart shook when she didn't answer immediately.

He took a step back toward the couch when the bedroom door swung open. He turned around to see Astrid, wet hair combed and loose, dressed in a old t-shirt and patterned panties. She was undeniably attractive. Her skin was smooth and firm. His heart thumped, but upon seeing her distraught expression it skipped a beat.

"Astrid?" Hiccup asked.

The next moment happened too fast for him to completely process. Astrid began to cry and threw herself at him. Her arms clamped around his shoulders, hands fisted in his shirt, and she pressed her wet face into his shoulder. Stunned, Hiccup spent a moment to regain his racing heartbeat. He slid his arms around her and returned her embrace.

"Did something happen?" Hiccup asked into her hair. The wet strands were soaking into his shirt, along with her tears, and his entire shoulder felt damp. But it was alright. He rearranged his hands higher on her back and tried to ignore the fact that she wasn't wearing pants.

"I'm sorry," Astrid sobbed into his shoulder.

"For what?"

"…I missed you." Astrid whispered. She shifted so that her hot breath met his neck. "I missed you."

"Why are you sorry for that?" Hiccup smiled into her hair. She didn't respond and buried her face into his shoulder. He'd never understand females, especially this one. "It's okay, Astrid. I missed you, too. Hey, are you hungry?"

"You just ate." Astrid said, her voice mumbled in the fabric.

"Yeah, but it wasn't a lot. I'm still hungry. And I've kind of been craving a milkshake." Hiccup said.

"What?" Astrid lifted her head from his shoulder to look at him, sadness accompanied by a quizzical expression. Her eyes were bleary and her cheeks were tearstained. "Ice cream? It's a blizzard outside!"

"Yeah, but when I felt down my uncle would take me out for ice cream. It made me feel better." Hiccup shrugged underneath the weight of her arms. "But I understand if you don't want to."

To his relief, Astrid smiled. He relaxed the tension in his arms that he hadn't been aware of. Her smile softened and she rested her head back on his shoulder.

"I really did miss you," Astrid whispered.

"I missed you, too." Hiccup smiled into her hair. It was chilly against his skin. She must be cold. "You want to watch Bones with me?"

"Sure," Astrid sighed and loosened her grip on his shirt.

Hiccup's brain was suddenly taken over by an urge he would never understand. He bent down and swept an arm behind her knees and hoisted her into his arms. She laughed and hooked her arms around his neck. God, the skin of her legs was smooth under his fingers.

He carried her to the couch and sat her down. He pulled the throw from the back of the couch down over her bare legs. He swooped her legs up and sat below them and pulled them onto his lap. He wanted to be able to touch them under the blanket. Astrid giggled as he traced his thumb along her ankle.

They watched Bones for a few minutes, cuddled into each other in a mass of limbs, as the snowfall gradually picked up. Astrid rested her head on his shoulder and he comforted her torso with his arm around her waist. Hiccup traced his fingertips along her skin and she hummed as he gently touched her knee. His thumb circled the soft skin of her thigh and his heart flipped. He didn't dare higher than that.

They were beginning their third episode when Astrid suddenly jumped, throwing the blanket to the floor, exposing those beautiful legs as she ran into the bedroom.

"Astrid?"

"I forgot about your present!" Astrid called from the other room. She came back in, still thankfully pantsless, with a small box in her hands. She plopped back down beside him and handed it to him.

"Oh, you really did it?" Hiccup smiled. "I told you that you didn't have to."

"And I said that I would."

"Fine, you win this one. Only because I get stuff." Hiccup smiled. Did she really go out of her way to get him something?

Astrid's smile warmed his unsettled chest. He opened the box and searched through the tissue paper. He pulled out a coffee mug with an artful St. Louis design on the side. "Thank you, Astrid."

Astrid leaned in and quickly kissed his cheek. "Your welcome."

Hiccup set the mug and the wrapping onto the coffee table. He would have set it by the sink to wash it later but he didn't want to go that far away from Astrid. He leaned back into her and she curled into his side, fingering the hem of his shirt.

"What are you doing for Thanksgiving?" Astrid asked.

"I'm going home, I guess," Hiccup sighed.

"You guess?"

Hiccup laughed, not out of humor, but out of pity.

"What's wrong?"

"It's nothing, just…" Hiccup sighed. "I'd rather not."

"Why not?"

"I don't want to face my family." Hiccup said. He looked away from her and despite her attempt to draw his attention back to herself he found a spot on the bedroom door to stare at. "They all think I'm a useless failure. I'm just a hiccup to them, remember?"

Astrid sighed, "But they're your family. They're supposed to irritate the hell out of you. But no matter what, they love you. They have to."

"Not with them. Besides, if they do love me then they do a good job at hiding it." Hiccup said.

"Well, I know it might be a useless invitation, but you are more than welcome to stay here with me."

"Thank you, but my dad has already bought the plane ticket." Hiccup smiled. He'd love to be snuggling with Astrid instead of listening to his family argue over football games. Then her words sunk in. "Wait, you're staying here?"

She nodded.

"You're not being forced home to be slowly driven insane by spending prolonged hours at a overfilled dining table?" Hiccup smiled.

"Nope." She shook her head.

"Why not?" Hiccup asked. He wanted to ask about the picture in her armoire. It was tucked away and hidden and it kept poking at the back of his mind. He wanted to know but the words wouldn't even come up his throat.

"Well, home is here, really. So I'm already there." She shrugged. He was about to say something else, to push a little deeper, when she suddenly drew away from the couch. "I'm starved. I'm going to make something to eat."

Hiccup got the message. It was the same sudden change of subject his father used. For a long time he thought that his father hadn't been listening. As he grew up he understood. When his father didn't want to talk about something, he didn't. It would seem that Astrid was the same.

X

Hiccup's flight was scheduled for the twenty fourth, the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, and he wasn't looking forward to it. His father had mailed the ticket and Hiccup was hoping that it wouldn't arrive in time. However, as if on cue, the envelope arrived on Monday morning. That same day the snow started to fall again.

"Hey, don't forget to bundle up," Hiccup instructed Astrid as she prepared to leave for class.

"_Piff_," Astrid waved his concerns away, ignoring his pleas to wear a hat and gloves. "I've got the immunity of a polar bear. Besides, it's not _that_ cold."

Astrid left, backpack slung over her shoulder, and winked as she shut the door behind her. Hiccup lounged on the couch with his laptop. He'd been meaning to search through the majors on the university's website. Astrid had bugged him about it after he'd bugged her about her unfinished English paper. They'd decided on a truce. He'd browse the online database and she'd finish the first draft.

He was into the Cs when his phone rang. Sighing, he answered it.

"Hello?"

"Did you get it?" his father's voice came from the other side.

"The ticket?" Hiccup thought about lying. He could say no.

"I know it did, Son, I was tracking it."

Of course he was. Hiccup sighed, "Yes, it did."

"Good. I'll be at the airport to pick you up."

"I am looking forward to it." Hiccup said with forced enthusiasm.

Stoick huffed on the other side.

"Alright, bye them."

"Bye." Hiccup hung up. Sighing, he closed his computer. He'd lost his interest in majors. He'd try again later. He slumped on the couch and inhaled the stillness of the apartment. Snow pitter-patted against the window.

His phone dinged. A text. He reached for his phone. It couldn't be his father. He didn't know how to send a text. Thankfully, this text was from Astrid.

_ How's the hunt coming? Find anything interest? _

_ No. Dad just called to make sure the ticket came. _

_ He must really want you to come home. _

_ Right, so he can brag to the entire town how great of a prodigy I am. Sounds fun. _

_ I think he misses you. _

_ You don't know him. He doesn't miss people. It's just how he is._

_ It'll be okay. It's just a couple days. _

Hiccup sighed. He quickly typed, trying to beat Astrid to the dialogue box, _ How's that paper coming?_

_ I'll get it done, babe, don't worry. I hear that it's supposed to really snow tonight. Your flight might get canceled. They you'll have to stay with me! _

That afternoon was met with an increase in snowfall. It wasn't heavy, more of a flurry, and Hiccup watched the snowplow pass three times on the stree below. When Astrid came home she was covered in flurries, from her bangs to her boots.

"Did you fall in a drift?" Hiccup smiled.

"No," Astrid shook her head, rubbing her hands vigorously together. "I tried to call a cab but they weren't running because of the weather. Apparently, it's too dangerous to drive so I had to walk back."

"What?" Hiccup shouted. "Astrid, that's too far to walk in this weather!"

"I know!" Astrid walked over to the stove and turned on the kettle. She withdrew a mug from the cabinet and dropped it onto the counter. She mumbled a swear under her breath as she took a teabag from the box.

"Are you okay?"

"I'm just cold. I'll be fine in a few." Astrid sighed.

"I told you to bundle up,"

"I'll be fine! I'm a polar bear!" Astrid shouted as she shred her coat and stomped out of her boots.
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That night, Hiccup was laying awake while Astrid slept soundly beside him. He'd half packed the suitcase that Astrid had lent him for the trip. Just a carry-on. He didn't need to take anymore than that. Snow was spitting against the window with force. The wind had picked up, howling as it drifted the fluffy snow, sighing heavily against the building.

Hiccup rolled on to his side, then his other side, and onto his back. He wasn't going to try to sleep on his stomach. He always felt like he was being smothered by the pillow.

"What's up?" Astrid's tired voice drifted through the darkness.

"Nothing," 

"Are you worried about tomorrow?"

"Yeah," Hiccup sighed. There was no denying it, however 'worry' was an understatement. It was dread.

"There's still hope that it'll get canceled." Astrid whispered.

"That's too lucky for me. I'm sure that by the time my plane leaves all the snow will have miraculously melted, because fate hates me."

"Oh, that's a bit negative."

"My entire life is negative." Hiccup half-laughed.

"Is it _all_ negative?"

He caught her words. "Not all of it."

Astrid let her sleepy giggle fall into the pillow.

Hiccup sighed as fierce wind rattled the windows. "If it's cold here then it's got to be fucking freezing in Berk."

Astrid snickered.

"What?"

"You're cute when you swear."

"What?"

"I don't know. It's hard to explain." Astrid huddled under the covers. "It's like…you're innocent, and when you swear…it's like hearing a little kid say it."

"You think I'm a kid?"

"No, it's your sweetness, it's like a kid's innocence, it's cute."

Hiccup sighed. Cute. Men weren't supposed to be cute. He could hear his father complain about it already. Babies and kittens were cute, men were not.

"What's wrong?" Astrid asked.

"Nothing," Hiccup said. He didn't want to tell her about his father's complaints. It was just another thing he was not looking forward to. "Maybe it'll be cancelled."

X

Hiccup woke up on his stomach with his arm draped over the side of the bed. Pale gray sunlight bled into the room from the thick curtains. Groaning, he rolled onto his back. His alarm had been set for eight so it must be before that. He inhaled and let it go slowly. If things went how they were supposed to he'd be sleeping in his old bed tonight, alone.

He rolled onto his side. Astrid was sleeping soundly beside him, her mouth slightly parted, brows gentle, skin supple and soft. She was a live image of the drawing that he'd done. She was so lovely, perfect even, down to the last freckle that dotted her creamy skin. There were a few on her face, her arms, her legs, and he was sure there were more. He'd love to find them all, once by one, and count them. She snored lightly and shifted in her sleep.

If only he could lie in bed all day and watch her sleep. However, his phone inevitability went off as eight o'clock rolled around. He sighed and drug himself from the bed to silence the sound.

"Good morning," Astrid mumbled as she stirred.

"Hey," Hiccup sighed as he stretched.

He popped his neck as he walked into the living room that was shaded with the same pale light. Curious, he shuffled to the window. He pulled back the curtain and gasped with the sight. Everything was white. A thick layer of snow caked the world outside, piled high on cars on the street, on signs, and drifted more than halfway up doors and windows on the first floor. There were lines on the road where it looked like someone had tried to drive through, but more than once the lines jutted dangerously to one side.

"Oh shit," Astrid said hoarsely over his shoulder.

Hiccup jumped. He hadn't even heard her. Her hand was underneath her t-shirt, scratching her stomach, revealing the low waistband of her pajama pants. Her sloped abdomen vanished below an exposed strip of the pattered underwear.

"Check on your flight. I'm going to see if classes are cancelled." Astrid said plainly. It'd be a few minutes before she was fully awake.

They divided to their computers. Hiccup wasn't exactly sure what he was looking for so it took him longer than Astrid.

"Oh, come on!" Astrid groaned.

"You still have school?" Hiccup asked.

"Yeah," Astrid slumped. She feigned school spirit, "Of course we do. We're Vikings. We're fucking troopers. You?"

"Uh…"

Astrid scooted over and helped him navigate the airline's site. With her help it took than a minute to find.

"Delayed." Hiccup read. Just delayed. He'd be wading through the five feet of snow to his front door by sundown.

" Give it some time. It might still get cancelled." Astrid nudged him. "Coffee?"

"Sure."

Astrid yawned as she padded toward the stove. She set on the kettle and reached up into the cabinet and pulled down two mugs. She poured a spoonful of black instant coffee into each one. There was a sluggishness in her movements that irked him. It was off.

"Maybe one day we can upgrade to a legit coffee maker." Astrid leaned on the counter while the water heated.

"Maybe," Hiccup sighed.

"Or maybe a percolator. They make the best coffee." Astrid sighed. Her voice was distant.

"What's a percolator?"

"It's a kettle thing that you set on the stove and it brews the coffee right inside. The countertop coffee pots don't get the water hot enough. We used to have one. The entire house would smell like coffee."

"What happened to it?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid's distant expression shifted. Her eyes settled on him. There was a ferocity that he hadn't seen before, a defensive shield, and it made him swallow and forget whatever he'd been thinking.

"What are you staring at?" Astrid asked, straightening at the counter. Her gaze softened. She still looked half asleep and her normal radiance was dimmed.

"Oh, um…nothing." Hiccup said quickly. Heat rushed to his face.

"Are you sure?" Astrid asked, leaving the kettle and sauntering toward him, purposefully swinging her hips with sultry grace. She stopped in front of him and swung her legs over either side of his lap, sitting, and slid her hands around his shoulders.

His heart was thundering wildly in his chest. Astrid leaned in slowly and brushed her lips against his. His sharp inhale was as involuntary as the blood surging to his groin. In these pajamas pants there was no way it would go unnoticed. As if knowing his thoughts she wiggled her hips on his lap.

"Astrid," Hiccup whispered.

Astrid tilted her chin and kissed him sweetly, lingering on his lips, and only removing them when the kettle began to whistle. She slowly removed herself from his lap and Hiccup wasn't sure if he was glad or if he missed her. Both, a little. He watched her walk to the kettle and pour the steaming water into both mugs. The warm smell of coffee filled the living room and kitchen.

Astrid set the kettle on a backburner and deeply inhaled the steam as she stirred the cups. She added sugar and milk to hers and stirred it again before carrying both cups to the couch. She handed his to him carefully.

"Really excited about the coffee?" Astrid smirked, nodding to the protrusion in his pants.

"I really like coffee." Hiccup said as he sipped the mug. She'd chosen the St. Louis mug that she'd bought.

"I can see that." Astrid smiled. She didn't hid her stare.

"It's your fault it's there." Hiccup laughed.

Astrid smirked as she sipped her coffee. She slid her free hand through the front button of his pajamas. He'd been trying to make his arousal recede but his efforts were abolished when her warm hand fastened around it. She thumbed the tip as she drew it out of his pants and into the cooler air of the living room. She began to pump and drank her coffee, sitting as natural as if she were reading a newspaper, and looking lovely doing it.

He groaned as he finished in her hand. She collected it all and stood up with a smug satisfaction. She set her coffee down and headed to the bathroom with her hand outstretched. Hiccup tucked himself back into his pants. He took a drink of his coffee and reached to refresh the airline's webpage. It was still delayed.

Hiccup sighed as Astrid came back out of the bathroom with cleaned hands. In the same mad consciousness that he didn't understand, he pulled her back to the couch, collapsing with her. Astrid was laughing as they arranged themselves almost naturally, her back against his chest, and as one hand wrapped around her shoulders the other slipped below the waistband of her pajama pants. She gasped as his fingers slipped along her sensitivity.

"Up, just a little," Astrid gasped. Her hand lightly gripped the wrist of his working arm.

"Of course," Hiccup said into her ear.

She bit her lip as she moaned into his touch. Her grip on his wrist tightened.

His phone rang.

"Shit," Hiccup spat.

"Ignore it!" Astrid gasped.

Hiccup did just that, but it wasn't a moment after the phone had silenced that it began to ring again.

"Don't stop," Astrid gasped, her nails digging into his arm, gently bucking her hips to his hand.

He didn't want to stop but when his phone began to ring a third time he started to worry. Was something wrong? Only a serious event would require a third ring. His suspicions were strengthened when his phone ran a fourth time. He worked faster. Her head rolled onto his shoulder and her moans were an incentive to his tiring hand. His phone had been ringing constantly since he'd started. Astrid was shaking gently against him. She gasped and went limp, collapsing onto the couch.

Hiccup withdrew his hand. He _should_ wash it but instead he wiped his slick fingers on his pants as he marched into his bedroom. He grabbed his phone from the dresser.

"Someone really wants to talk to you," Astrid sighed from the couch. "It's my dad." Hiccup said. He stared at the screen until it lit up again and touched the bright green button to answer. "Yeah?"

"Where the hell have you been?" Stoick hammered on the other side.

"Sorry, I was busy," Hiccup said. Technically, he wasn't lying. But telling his father that he'd had his hands down a girl's pants didn't seem like a good idea.

Stoick mumbled something on the other side.

"Did you have something you wanted to tell me?" Hiccup asked, already irritated with his father's hardened attitude.

"You don't know?" Stoick accused.

"Know what?"

"Goodness, Son, you need to stay on top of things. You need a sense of responsibility to get anywhere." Stoick lectured.

Hiccup sighed and didn't care if his father heard him. "You could spend the next ten minutes yelling at me or you could just tell me what's up."

Stoick let out a heavy sigh. "Your flight's been cancelled."

"Really?"

"Don't sound happy about it, Son. It's Thanksgiving. You need to be home." Stoick said.

"I know, Dad, but if I can't fly there's not a lot of other ways to get there." Hiccup shrugged. He didn't care if his father knew that he didn't want to come home. In fact, he'd rather him know that he was happy away from Berk. He wanted them all to know.

"Fine, Son," Stoick sighed. "There'll be an empty place at the table."

_Yeah, like hell there'll be a empty place._ "Okay,"

Hiccup hung up before his father could say anything else. He stalked back into the living room.

"What's up?" Astrid asked as she made her way back from the batrhoom to the her coffee on the table.

"My flight's been canceled." Hiccup said.

Astrid reached to his computer and refreshed the page. "Oh, look at that. It is."

Hiccup came back and sat down and reached for his coffee.

"How old is this computer?" Astrid asked.

"Old."

"It kind of looks like it's been built from like a bunch of other computers. It's like Frankenstein's computer."

Hiccup laughed. "Yeah, I guess it is. It keeps breaking and I can't afford a new one so I take parts from older ones and replace things as they break."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Why? Is that weird?"

"No, not at all. It's really cool. I'm terrible with computers and this entire building-your-own-computer thing is amazing. You could go into computer science you know, it's a big field."

"I could." Hiccup shrugged.

"You should. This thing is awesome. A bit clunky, but still cool." Astrid smiled.

Hiccup slumped beside her.

"So what do you want to do for Thanksgiving?" Astrid asked.

"What?"

"Food! It's Thanksgiving. The only thing more important than family is the food." Astrid smiled at him. "And since you're staying here now, we should have a plan of attack before everything is closed."

"I don't know. How about we think about breakfast first?" Hiccup smiled. The idea of spending the week with Astrid instead of his family was much more appealing.

X
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Chapter 19: She's My Little Honey Bun

Hiccup woke up in a great mood on Wednesday morning. If things had gone according to plan he would be waking up in Berk, in his old bed, by the thunderous sound of his father's six o'clock morning call. But, he wasn't. Instead he was enjoying sleeping in and basking in the quietness of the apartment.

He inhaled and slowly released it. The entire week was his. He didn't have to be _here_ and _this_ time or be _there_ by whatever time. He didn't even have to change out of his pajamas. _That_ was his idea of a holiday. Hell, he didn't even know what time it was and he was perfectly fine with that. He had the rest of the day to decided on what he wanted to do.

The bed was comfy and warm. He might roll over and see if he couldn't get another hour of sleep. He inhaled and rolled further into the pillow. He must have fallen asleep, because in the next moment he was woken up by the sound of a sudden gasp and a cough. He jumped as Astrid let out a groan.

"You okay?" Hiccup asked quickly.

"I'm fine," Astrid said.

"You don't sound fine."

Astrid groaned and rolled over onto her stomach.

"I told you to bundle up. See what happens when you don't listen to me? You get sick."

"I'm not sick." Astrid pouted. "I'll be fine. Give me an hour. Go make some coffee."

"Alright," Hiccup slid out of the bed. He adjusted his leg and walked into the kitchen. He retuned, forty-five minutes later, with a fresh cup of instant coffee hand. He walked around to Astrid's side of the bed and knelt down. "How are you feeling?"

"Like shit." Astrid mumbled.

"Coffee?"

Astrid opened her eyes and considered it. Moaning, she sat up and took the cup. She held it between her hands and sipped it slowly.

"Do you want some medicine?" Hiccup asked. "I can go down the road to the gas station."

"No, I think I have some cold stuff," Astrid sighed. "It's in the mirror above the sink in the bathroom."

"In the mirror?" Hiccup asked.

"Mm-hm."

Hiccup went into the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror. In the mirror? He reached out to touch it and found that it gave in a little. He pushed, and he heard the releasing of a small mechanism. He pulled it open to reveal an entire cabinet that he hadn't know about. Inside were medicine bottles, weird tubes of oils, and an old little jug of plain powder.

He took the medicine and shut the mirror. With it in hand he went back into the bedroom. It was only when he had handed it to Astrid that he thought of a measuring cup.

"Do you want me to-" Hiccup's question was interrupted as Astrid took the top of the bottom and put it straight to her lips. "Okay, that works too."

He took the bottle from her and set it on the table beside the bed. He couldn't remember how much had been in it to begin with but she'd taken a sizeable dose.

"So gross," Astrid whined as she downed half the cup of coffee. She looked utterly miserable.

"Hey, do you want to watch a movie in bed?" Hiccup suggested. "I'll get my computer."

"Okay," Astrid mumbled as she leaned back into her pillow.

Hiccup returned shortly with his computer and set it on the foot of the bed. He climbed under the covers and tucked his arm around Astrid.

"What do you want to watch?" Hiccup asked.

"I don't care," Astrid gently shook her head.

"Is Bones okay?"

She nodded into his shoulder.

He reached down and started the next episode. Astrid curled into him as the settled in. Her head rested on his shoulder and he gently laid his cheek against her forehead. They hadn't made it ten minutes into the show when he heard soft snores. Astrid had fallen asleep, coffee tilting dangerously in her loosened grip. Hiccup carefully removed it and set it on the bedside table next to her bottle of medicine.

Astrid slept most of the day in fitful spells and Hiccup didn't want to leave her. He warmed her coffee several times in the microwave and checked on her poetically. He looked through the majors while she slept, paying more attention to those pertaining to computers, because he decided that Astrid had been right. He did enjoy tinkering with them. It was fun.

Astrid spent her waking time complaining. She coughed, more aggressively as the day progresses, and groaned and whined of being bored and tired. She didn't handle boredom well and she hated being confined to a bed. She'd turned into such a pitiful thing and Hiccup tried to keep her company. He had resigned to his sketchbook after his simple lunch.

He was sitting in the bed beside her, doodling, while Bones played with turned-down volume. He wasn't paying much attention when he felt the stare. He assumed that the silence meant she was sleeping, however when he glanced at her she wasn't. She was awake and sitting much closer to him than she had been. Her eyes had been looking down at the sketchbook.

"What?" she asked.

"I didn't know you were awake."

"I'm sorry," she shook her head and scooted away. "I didn't mean to pry. I like watching you draw."

"You do?" Hiccup smiled. "My dad always said that it was a waste of time. He'd yell at me every time he'd see me."

"That's not cool. You shouldn't squash your children's hobbies. Unless they're bad, like…killing animals or something. But drawing is art. It's good for society." Astrid spoke slower, slurred, her hands waving with her words in sloppy motions.

"How much of that cold syrup have you taken?" Hiccup laughed.

Astrid mumbled something unintelligible and rolled over in the blankets. Hiccup poked her with the end of his pencil. She reemerged with a sluggish and undeniable impish smile.

"What?" Hiccup asked.

"You know what we could do?"

"What?" Hiccup asked in a tone of cautious. Did he really want to know?

"We could reenact that scene from Titanic."

"What?"

Astrid's grin faded. "Titanic. You know? Come on, you've never seen Titanic?"

"No." Hiccup shook his head. "I'm really not a romantic movie guy."

"It was so much _more_ than a romance movie. It was fantastic. We have to watch it. I think I own a copy. Go look. It the living room under the TV." Astrid pointed.

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Fine." Hiccup set down his sketchbook and meandered into the living room. He took his time looking through her movies. He found the doomed couple on the cover and sighed when he pulled it out. He was not looking forward to it. But, it was for Astrid. He'd watch it for her. He came back into the room, looking down at the cover, and stopped short at the sound of a pencil being dropped onto paper.

"What're you doing?" Hiccup said quickly, seeing Astrid sitting with her hands laced together in her lap. The sketchbook has been moved and the pencil was still rolling.

"Nothing."

Hiccup raised a brow and handed her the movie. She took it and leaned forward to pop it into the computer. He picked up his sketchbook and had to hold in his laughter. She'd drawn some kind of humanoid face and body. According to the description it was supposed to be him.

"Is it that bad?" Astrid asked as the movie began to play.

"No," Hiccup smiled. "I love it."

Astrid laughed and padded the bed beside her. Hiccup set the book on the bedside table and scooted in close to her. She curled into his side and rested her head on his shoulder. He was counting on her falling asleep sometime within the first part. He could read a synopsis on the internet and pretend that he watched the whole thing.

He laughed to himself. Knowing her she'd quiz him on it.

Unfortunately, it seemed that Astrid had found a second wind.
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Hiccup was resting his cheek on Astrid's head as the screen darkened and the credits began to roll. He stifled a sniffle.

"Are you crying?" Astrid asked immediately.

"No,"

"It's okay. I bawled the first time I saw it. I was so upset." Astrid smiled into his shoulder.

"I'm not crying. It's the dust. You need to dust more." Hiccup wiped his eye as she laughed and playfully punched in him the chest. She collapsed back into the pillows and he scooted from the bed. He reached for the laptop, shut it, and carried it to the dresser.

"What are you doing?" Astrid asked, rolling onto her stomach, elbows propping up her chin. "You can pick the next movie. I won't complain."

Hiccup swallowed hard. He retrieved his sketchbook from the table and kept his eyes on it as he asked, "I thought you wanted me to draw you naked?" He tried his best to keep his face serious as he lifted his sketchbook in her direction. "Or do you not want to anymore?"

Astrid looked up at him, considering, her smiled faded ever so slightly. It retuned, however, and white teeth flashed, "Hell yeah, let's do it."

"Eager?" Hiccup laughed.

"I've never been a nude model before!" Astrid said excitedly as she pushed up from the bed and sat up. She reached for the hem of her t-shirt and without a hesitation pulled it over her head.

Hiccup fumbled with the pencil. He reached down and picked it off the floor with a lump in his throat. He hadn't expected her to be naked so quickly. But there she was, topless, bare white breasts exposed, sitting among the blankets. He could feel the heat burning through his face as she ran her hands through her hair and worked it up into a lovely mess. She then threw herself down into the blankets into an alluring pose.

"What are you doing?" Hiccup smiled.

"I'm posing." Astrid said as if it should have been obvious.

"Okay, but, how about you lay like you normally would. Like your relaxing." Hiccup said.

Astrid sat back up and scooted back into the blankets, breasts gently moving with the motion, and relaxed into a lazing position. She pushed the blankets down toward her hips and folded her arms comfortably without obstructing the view of her breasts.

"This good?"

"Yeah," Hiccup exhaled. She looked absolutely breathtaking even when she was sick. How on earth did this woman end up in his arms? Surely, there was some cosmic mistake that misguided their paths into meeting.

He took the image of her in, as much as he could, and turned to the blank page on his lap. The pencil hovered above the page and he exhaled as he began the first soft lines of her abdomen. Slowly, line after line, her form began to appear on the page. Her hair was a tangled but incredibly sexy mess. Her face was somber and peaceful. He took the time to add every detail, enjoying the time spent staring at her without punishment, lingering more than necessary on her chest. The curves of her breasts were gentle and smooth, like the rest of her.

"Hiccup?"

"Hmm?"

"What's your family like?"

What was he doing? Suddenly, he couldn't remember. The pencil stalled against the paper. His drawing stupor eased and he shook his head to look up at her. She was laying there, still as a painting, with her glazed eyes watching the opposite wall.

"What?" Hiccup swallowed. Maybe he'd heard her wrong.

"Tell me about your family."

"Uh…well, there's not much to tell. I mean, there's me, my dad, my uncle, my cousin, and my uncle that's not really my uncle. But Dad always acts like everyone on Berk is family, so to him it'd be a lot bigger. Like for Thanksgiving we'd have a different dinner to go to every day of the week, sometimes lunch too."

"Every night?"

"Yeah," Hiccup shrugged. He was lucky to get out of this year's. "He owns like half of Berk so everyone wants to be on his good side. And of course he has to make friend with everyone he meets."

"Your dad owns Berk?" her brow twitched.

"Kind of, I mean, real estate wise, yeah. Berk was built around fishing and he owns the company, and everything else branches from it." Hiccup sighed. He didn't miss the fish smell, either.

"Who's your uncle that's not your uncle?"

Hiccup smiled. "Gobber. He's one of my dad's best friends, like real friends, since they were kids. He's not really related to us but we call him family anyway."

"Gobber?"

"Yeah, his real name is some old complicated Norse name. He hates it so we call him Gobber."

"Why 'Gobber?'"

"I don't know. Don't ask me what his real name is because I honestly don't know." Hiccup shrugged. The begun-drawing was sleeping silently in his hands. All this talk of his family was pinging something that he'd rather have left alone. Was he really feeling homesick right now?

"Norse? Where is that? Like Norway?"

"I guess. Somewhere up in that area." Hiccup shrugged. "Dad is really proud of his heritage. He'll tell anyone that will listen about how he can trace his family line all the way back to the Vikings."

"Vikings?" Astrid smiled. "That's surprisingly appropriate."

"I guess," Hiccup shrugged. Right, the school's mascot is a Viking. He hadn't thought of that.

"Wait, so your dad is like the Chief of the Viking village?" Astrid was smiling.

"I guess."

"Then wouldn't that make you a Viking prince or something?"

"I don't know." Hiccup sighed. He'd long since tuned out his father's lectures of when his son would take over the family business. He didn't want to hear his future laid out in black and white. He didn't want to know where he'd be in ten years, twenty, forty. He didn't want to know where his burial plot would be.

"Does that mean if we got married that I'd be a Viking princess?" Astrid asked in a daydreaming smile.

Hiccup swallowed. "Sure, I guess."

"It's every girls dream to be a princess, you know." Astrid said. "Even if they deny it."

"Oh," Hiccup nodded. This conversation had taken a sudden turn that he'd rather not explore. He sighed and tried to return to the drawing in his lap. He stretched his fingers and traced the soft lines until he was able to put the pencil back onto the paper. But he hadn't gotten but a few lines in when Astrid's soft voice broke the silence.

"Hiccup?"

"Yes?"

"How did you loose your leg?"

Sighing, he tilted his pencil back in his hand. He shifted his prosthetic.

"Is that a sensitive topic?" Astrid asked. Her voice was barely a whisper and her face was humorless.

"No, it's just…well, I guess it's a little sensitive. It's just not something that I talk about." Hiccup shrugged. "It happened when I was fifteen. Our house caught fire in the middle of the night. I passed out, smoke or something, and a beam fell on my leg and crushed it."

"That sounds really painful."

"I guess. I was unconscious so I can't really tell you."

"How did you get out?"

"My dad." Hiccup was unprepared for just how small his voice sounded.

"See? He loves you. Was everyone else okay?"

"Yeah, mine was the only injury. It was just me and Dad that night." Hiccup shrugged. He glanced at her still face. Her lips were parted and her eyes were focused like there was something else she wanted to say but didn't. But, from experience, he already knew what she was thinking. "My parents are divorced."

"Oh."

"I don't really know much about my mother other than she left when I was five. I kind of remember her, but not very well. I started school and I came home one day and she was gone. My dad was sitting at the table." Hiccup sighed. He could still see that image of him sitting there, face in his hands, tears running into his beard and glistening in the light from the window. "I've asked him about it but he never wants to talk about it."

"That's understandable."

"Why? I'm his son, and hers to, I should know what happened." Hiccup argued.

"His heart was broken, Hiccup. That's a very personal adventure. Maybe he never got over it." Astrid said.

Hiccup sighed. Maybe that was true. He didn't want to talk about this anymore. "What about you?"

"Me?"

"Yeah, you." Hiccup smiled. But he saw that look in her eye.

"All my limbs are real. You can check if you want."

Blushing, Hiccup added, "Thanks, but I believe you. I meant your family. What are they like?"

Astrid was staring at something over his shoulder. Her soft features were distant and her brain was spinning behind those eyes. After a moment of silence, he returned to his drawing. If she didn't want to answer, that was fine, even though he had just spilled his family and problems all over her. He wouldn't complain. Instead he added definition to her torso.

"They're nice."

"Hmm?" Hiccup looked up. She was still staring off. "Nice?"

She nodded. "My dad's a doctor. My mom is a photographer. They were both an only child so I don't have any cousins or aunts or uncles."

"Really?" Hiccup asked. Honestly, he hadn't expected her to answer. He thought back to the framed picture in the back of her armoire. That couple had looked nice. "Why didn't you go home for Thanksgiving?"

Sighing, she closed her eyes. "My family's not really into the 'holiday' thing. They never were. So it's better to just stay where I'm at."

"That makes sense," Hiccup shrugged. It did not make sense. What kind of an American family didn't celebrate Thanksgiving?

"How's it coming?" Astrid asked, shifting her eyes to the cover of the sketchbook.

"Decent, considering I've never used a live model before and we've been talking through most of it." Hiccup smiled. "More specifically, a topless model."

"What, you've never drawn boobs before?" Astrid laughed.

"Not real ones."

"Oh, you're more into the silicon look?"

"What?" Hiccup blushed. She was smirking. "No, that's not it…"

"I know, I know, plastic boobs are best," Astrid sighed. She abandoned her pose to reach down and grasp her own breasts, on in each hand, and examine them. "Maybe one day when they lose that youthful perk I'll consider getting new ones."

Hiccup swallowed hard at the sight of her clutching herself. Luckily, his legs were crossed and the sketchbook blocked his erection from her direct sight. Why did he not want her to see it? It was because of this mood she was in, resignation and humor, that he was cautious of it and her actions that might follow.

"Yours are perfect Astrid," Hiccup nodded, trying but failing to hide his shy smile. "But, try and stay still so I can finish this up."

"Yes, sir." Astrid plopped back down in the bed, not quite where she'd been, but close.

Hiccup found his focus and dissolved back into his stupor. The lines came easy and Astrid came to life on the page. Everything about the penciled woman was perfect. Everything about the woman lying in the bed was perfect. With the picture done to his satisfaction he pushed the pencil behind his ear and lifted the picture to show her, but she was sound asleep.

Smiling, Hiccup gently closed the book and set it on the bedside table. He tiptoed to her side and pulled the covers up to her shoulders.
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Astrid woke up with a killer headache. The sun was too bright and stun her eyes. She pulled the covered over her head and tried to lull herself back into a painless sleep. Groaning in defeat, she glanced out from her blanket cocoon at the near empty bottle of cold syrup. Hadn't it been nearly full? That's probably not good.

She reached out and brought the last of it to her lips. She'll need to get some more. She hated to have to send Hiccup out in the cold but if he didn't then she would. She really wasn't feeling up to the weather. They could both go. It could be a mini-field trip. Maybe they could spring for some chocolate, too.

That sounded nice.

Her field-trip daydream was interrupted by a fluting tone fluttering in from the kitchen. Someone was whistling. Astrid rolled over and glanced at the bedroom door. Hiccup must have pulled it closed. Curious, she pushed her wobbly self out of bed. Her feet hadn't touched the floor when realization stuck. She wasn't wearing a shirt. She glanced down at her bare chest and quickly crossed her arms over them. How the hell did that happen?

She picked up a discard t-shirt from the floor and pulled it over her shivering skin. Dressed, she made her way to the kitchen for some answers. She yanked the bedroom door open and the bright light smacker her square in the brain.

"Hey," Hiccup greeted. "Are alright?"

"I'm fine," Astrid waved at him while shielding her eyes from the overhead light. She peeked at him from underneath it. He was standing at the stove and had been stirring a pot of something that smelled delicious.

"What is that?" Astrid asked.

"Soup." Hiccup said. "I thought you might want some soup instead of turkey and dressing."

"What?"

"It's Thanksgiving."

"No, Thanksgiving is on Thursday." Astrid padded toward the bathroom.

"Uh…yes it is. Today _is_ Thursday."

She'd been in the process of closing the bathroom door. She yanked it back open to stare at him. He was looking at her, blankly, with out a trace of humor.

"What happened to Wednesday?" Astrid demanded. Today should be Wednesday.

"You were sick." Hiccup said. "You slept through most of it."

"Oh."

"Do you seriously not remember that?" Hiccup asked, furrow in his brow.

"No." Astrid shook her head. Honestly, she didn't. "You flight was cancelled on Monday."

"Tuesday. My flight was cancelled Tuesday."

"Okay, how about this. I'm going to pee, and then I'm coming back out here, and you're going to tell me what you think happened and we'll compare that to what really happened." Astrid pointed at him and walked back into the bathroom.

"Okay," Hiccup laughed as the door closed.

Astrid emptied her bladder of what felt like a week's worth of fluid. Finally finished, she burst back into the kitchen. She sat down at the island. "Okay, I was sick yesterday? Which was Wednesday?"

"Yes." Hiccup nodded. "You woke up sick and stayed in bed all day."

"Your flight was still canceled?"

"Yes."

"Why wasn't I wearing a shirt?"

"Because you wanted me to draw you naked."

"What?" Astrid blinked at him.

He immediately blushed, and stuttered, "You wanted me to draw you naked, and made a Titanic reference that I didn't get, and then you made me sit with you and watch it, then you wanted me to draw you naked."

"Did you?"

"Yes." Hiccup nodded, looking down at the pot on the stove.

Astrid stared at the back of his head. Why did she not remember that? It sounded like a really memorable moment.

"Was it a good picture?"

"I think so." Hiccup said. He turned around to face her, "You can go look at it as long as you promise me you won't throw it away."

"Of course, why would I do that?"

"Because you've kind of got a revenge look on your face right now." Hiccup said cautiously.

"No, I'll just make you pose naked so I can draw you later." Astrid said as she scooted off the stool.

Hiccup was smiling as she went back into the bedroom. She spotted the sketchbook sleeping innocently on the bedside table. She picked it up and flipped through the pages, many of which she'd already seen, until she came to one that she had not. She wasn't naked. She was asleep. When had he drawn that? Had he watched her sleep? Obviously, he had, by the look of it.

She turned several more until she came to the one she was after.

"Shit," Astrid exclaimed at the very provocative dawning of a woman in her bed. She was naked from the hips up and her body was smooth and slender. Despite the mess that her hair was in she still managed to be beautiful. Every detail had been made with care by delicate fingers.

"What's wrong?" Hiccup asked from the doorway. When she didn't answer he stepped inside. "Astrid?"

"Is this supposed to be me?"

"Yes. Is it bad?"

Astrid shook her head. Words were failing her.

"Astrid?"

"No, she's…beautiful. Absolutely amazing. But, this can't be me."

Hiccup came up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. He leaned a kiss to her temple. "Of course it's you. You _are_ beautiful, Astrid."

"I've seen myself, plenty, that's not me." Astrid shook her head and stared at his supposed doppelganger.

"I've also seen you. It is you. It's how I see you." Hiccup said into her hair.

She was still looking at the woman on the page when Hiccup reached around and pulled the book from her hands. He closed it and tossed it onto the bed. He enclosed his arms around her.

"You may not see how amazing you are, Astrid, but it do."

She reached for his arm that folded around her shoulders and latched onto it. He was standing so close to her. She wiggled, turning in his embrace, and buried her face in his shoulder. She slid her arms around his middle and clutched his shirt in her fists. How could someone so amazing have crossed paths with her? He was so sweet, honest, and tender. She wanted to hug him tight and never let him go. She didn't deserve a man like him. But there he was, in her arms, and hugged her back.

At the moment, she wanted to tell him that she thought she loved him. But the words were stuck in her throat.

"Hey, how about that soup?" Hiccup asked. "I've been working on it all day and I'm kind of proud of it."

"Yeah, I'm starving." Astrid smiled. She unwillingly broke their embrace.

Back in the kitchen Hiccup filled two bowls with soup and they sat together at the coffee table.

"Wait," Astrid said before Hiccup turned on the TV, "It's Thanksgiving."

"Yes, it is. Do we need to go over it again?"

Astrid smiled, "No. But isn't it customary to say what we are thankful for before we eat?"

"I guess?" Hiccup shrugged. "We never did that."

"Okay, new tradition." Astrid nodded. "What are you thankful for?"

"Uh…" Hiccup swallowed. "Well, I'm alive. That's always good. And…I'm going to school. That sounds like a good plan. I met you, which was great."

Astrid smiled. "I was going to say 'you' too."

"Really?"

She nodded and slid her hand into his. "I'm glad that I met you. I don't care what anyone else has ever told you. You are incredible, Hiccup. There isn't anyone else I'd rather be sitting with right now."

"Not even…Harrison Ford?"

"Not even him." Astrid shook her head, trying to keep her face straight.

"The Queen of England?"

"No, that's be way too formal for me." Astrid grinned. "And…I don't think she celebrates Thanksgiving."

Hiccup laughed.

"But, no, Hiccup, I'd rather be here with you." Astrid leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. "I'd kiss you on the lips but I don't want to get you sick."

"Thank you," Hiccup nodded. "We'll make up for it when you're feeling better. Now, seriously, try the soup."

She gathered a spoonful and emptied it into her mouth. The noodles and veggies and herbs all blended together well. The veggies weren't overcooked or undercooked and the herbs weren't overwhelming. "It's good."

"Really?" Hiccup asked, a little deflated.

"Oh, was that too lackluster? I'll start over," Astrid cleared her throat, "OH MY GOD THIS FUCKING AMAZING."

"Stop it," Hiccup laughed.

"But seriously, it is really good." Astrid said.

X
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Chapter 20: Unprepared

The first of December came with a fresh wave of flurries and chilly winds. Astrid left for class that morning with an extra scarf around her neck, one of Hiccup's, that he'd personally secured. He woke up with her, but he'd fallen back asleep and woke to the sound of her return. She dropped her extra layers in the kitchen and left them on the floor. By the time she was at the edge of the bed she was in nothing but her underwear.

"I'm so cold," Astrid mumbled as she dove into the blanket. She found him quickly and her cold limbs snuggled into his side and sent shivers across his skin.

"Did you walk again?" Hiccup asked, after having yelped at the feeling of her icy fingers on his hipbone.

"On the way back." Astrid sighed. Even her hair was cold. "I couldn't get a taxi."

"I'm sorry," Hiccup smiled.

"Why? Did you somehow busy up all the taxis in town?" Astrid mumbled into his shoulder.

"If I had a car I would've come and got you." Hiccup said.

"How is your car doing?"

"A total loss. It would cost more than it's worth to fix it." Hiccup sighed.

"Hmm," she sighed.

Hiccup had settled back into his comfort as the temperature underneath the covers returned to normal. He laid a hand against her waist and ran his thumb along the smooth skin. Her breathing was calm and her breaths were warm on his chin.

"Hey," Hiccup whispered. No answer came. He listened, she was asleep.
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Tuesday morning came with a break of sunshine that painfully glared off the snow and ice. Astrid was dreading finals as much as Hiccup was dreading his return to work. The holiday had been wonderful, sleeping in, lounging together, eating prolonged brunches at the coffee table.

Astrid stuck it out though. She wouldn't let something like school stress her out to the point of ridiculousness. Every teacher demanded that their class be their students first priority. They acted as though their final paper was the most important thing any of them would ever accomplish, if they could even do that much.

Astrid was grateful when the day was over. Why did they have to make school so unbelievably stressful? She was well aware that finals were important. She didn't need to be constantly reminded that failing a class meant that she'd have to retake it next semester.

She chose to walk home, again, despite the several taxis she saw. The numbing aspect of the cold seemed to work its way into her problems. By the time her apartment building came into sight they no longer bothered her. Her stiff fingers fumbled with the keys. For a moment, her empty apartment worried her. Hiccup would be gone for the most of the day. It would just be her, then. Again. The prospect wasn't the least bit appealing.

She left the door unlocked for Hiccup. She needed to get him a key, maybe give it to him for Christmas. Sighing, she meandered to the stove. She set on the kettle and reached into the cabinet for some instant coffee.

"Shit," Astrid mumbled to the empty box. She threw it at the trash can, missed, and angrily stomped to it and thrust it inside. She wouldn't have missed if she could feel her fingers. She set off the kettle.

There were several things they were almost out of. She'd been putting off shopping during Thanksgiving. She'd gone, once, and never wanted to walk into a supermarket on a holiday again. She dug her phone out of her coat pocket and began to make a list. She went through the cabinets, refrigerator, and the bathroom. She checked the little pink pills in her dresser drawer. A week left. She might as well pick up her prescription while she was at it.

She plopped down on the couch and used her phone to go into her bank account. She drummed her fingers on the table as the screen loaded, and sure enough, there it was. Thirty thousand. A shiver ran down her spine. She grabbed her wallet and keys and stuffed them into her coat's pockets along with her phone.

Outside, a car honked. This _would_ be easier if she had her own vehicle. Then she would have to find insurance, and that sounded like a pain in itself, and there was gas prices, and maintenance. She'd never owned her own car before. Why could she just go to the car store, buy it, and then own it forever? Why did it have to be so utterly complicated and integrated into so many other things? Constantly putting more money into made it sound like she'd never really own it. Being an adult sucked, a lot.

Astrid stepped out of the apartment and locked it. She'd have to make sure to be home before Hiccup. Of course, she didn't plan on being gone _that_ long.
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Hiccup was less than happy about returning to work that Tuesday. It was cold outside and it was boiling inside. Sweat gathered on his brow and dripped down his scalp, soaking into his shirt, and shining on the back of his hands. Groaning, he wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve, again. He was going to smell great tonight.

_I kind of like it._

He sighed into the fumes. Astrid's been so stressed over finals. Is that what school was about? Stress over tests and quizzes and whatever nonsensical crap they do in class? He remembered days in high school when it would have been more productive to stay at home.

At last the day ended. His sweat had soaked his shirt through, dried, and been soaked again, only to half-dry and half-freeze as he stepped outside. He caught a cab and was thankful for the temporary heat. The cab smelt like cabbage and piss but it was a price he paid. He paid the chatty driver and was on the walk to Astrid's building when he noticed the tiny blue car parked in her space. He noticed, mostly because her space was typically empty, but the color of the car was striking. It was blue with a yellow running board and matching tailfin.

Hiccup shook his head as he headed inside. He'd tell Astrid in the morning. He stomped the snow off his boots by the entrance and rode the elevator to her floor. Every time he came home without her, he had a small fear that the door would be locked and she wouldn't hear him knocking. Then what? Right now he could go back to his apartment. But in less than a month his lease was up. He hadn't resigned it. What then?

Hiccup reached for the knob and to his relief it was unlocked. He crept inside and slowly closed the door behind him. It was dark and he nearly fumbled over Astrid's discarded boots. He pushed them out of the middle of the floor. Sighing, he headed for the bathroom.

"Hiccup?"

He frozen where he stood. He glanced over to where a lump was moving on the couch. In the dim city light from the window he saw her yellow hair.

"What are you doing on the couch?" he asked.

"I was waiting for you," Astrid mumbled.

"Why? You know I was at work." Hiccup said. He closed the space between them, not giving as much heed to his steps as before. He knelt down beside the couch.

"I know," Astrid was still half asleep.

Hiccup brushed hair out of her face. She hummed to his touch.

"You smell nice,"

Hiccup smiled as blush flooded his cheeks. He was suddenly very thankful for the shadows. Astrid's hand reached out and gentle brushed the collar of his shirt with her fingertips.

"I was going to take a shower," Hiccup smiled.

"Why?"

"Because I feel gross."

"Can I join you?"

"In the shower?"

"Yeah,"

Hiccup's tongue was stuck to the top of his mouth. He pried it off, but by then Astrid had unbound herself from her blanket mess and was standing up. She grabbed him by the wrist.

"Are you sure?" Hiccup swallowed.

"Yeah, come on, it'll be fun." Astrid was pulling him toward the bathroom.

It didn't take him long to realize that she wasn't wearing her pajama pants. Her pale legs were bare. She flipped on the bathroom light and they both winced. She padded across the floor to the shower and turned the water on. She waited for it to get warm and held a hand under the faucet, bent at the hip, her patterned underwear stretching across her backend. Hiccup stared as he fumbled with his belt buckle, how could he not?

Astrid flipped the shower on and the streaming water sprayed downward. She stood up and pulled the loosened tie from her hair and shook the waves free of each other. He was still working on his pants and had just started on the zipper when Astrid reached for it. His erection was already halfway there. It had started when she'd first asked to join him.

She helped him free of his jeans and was pushing them down his legs when he felt a resurgence of panic. She knew about his leg, she'd already taken his pants off around it, but she'd never actually _seen_ it.

"Astrid, wait," Hiccup panicked and reached for her hands.

"What is it?" Astrid asked, more awake than she had been.

"Let me," Hiccup swallowed and sat down on the edge of the tub and pulled his right leg free and them worked the material around his prosthetic.

Her hands were on his knee at once and her delicate fingers traced the five year old scars that ended abruptly in the flesh colored plastic and metal. A fire erupted in his stomach as she leaned forward and kissed the skin above the stump of his leg.

"Can you shower with it on?" Astrid asked as she stood up.

"I guess so. I have been." Hiccup shrugged. "As long as I dry it off I'll be fine."

"Are you sure? You can lean on me." Astrid said with a wicked smile.

Hiccup smiled and felt her fingers at the hem of his shirt. He let her pulled it up and over and she tossed it by the door. In a surge of confidence, probably having everything to do with the heat protruding from between his legs, he slid his hands underneath her t-shirt. He fingered her hipbones and pulled her to him, landing a kiss long the gentle curve, and working his hands up her sides. She'd given a soft yelp at the tug, but did not pull away.

The steam was clouding the mirror and soaking into his skin. A light sweat had reappeared on his shoulders and chest. He stood up and brought her shirt up with his hands. He kissed along her stomach and up the side of her left breast, ushering out a series of soft moans, and finally pulled the shirt over her head and kissed her mouth.

He wanted to have sex with her. He wanted the crazy, wild, indescribable passionate sex that wasn't supposed to exist outside of love stories. He wanted to push her against the tile, take her, listen to her gasp in ecstasy. He kissed her harder and her hands trailed his jaw line and tangled in his hair. She moaned into his mouth as his hardened manhood pressed into her thigh.

Her fingers slipped under the waistband of his boxers and he reached for hers. Naked, they collided on the other side of the shower curtain, a tangle of limbs and wet hair. Her hand fastened around his erection and she began to pump. She fingered the tip as she kissed him.

Hiccup kissed her back in earnest. This was the first time that he'd seen all of her, completely, in the light. God, she was beautiful. She was leaning against the tile, his arm supported his weight, his hand grazed her thigh. His chance was open, to have her, to live out his fantasies, right here, but he hesitated.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked over the water.

"Huh?" Hiccup hummed to her ear.

"Are you alright?"

"Yeah, yeah, I'm good,"

"You don't have to, if you don't want to," Astrid said, drawing a hand along his jaw and lifted his face to hers.

"It's not that I don't want to, I _do_, it's just…I'm just …nervous." Hiccup sighed. There. He said it. She made him nervous. A smile stretched over her lips.

"It's okay," Astrid nodded.

He thought back to Astrid that night, how abrupt she'd been, almost forceful, and part of him wanted her to take control, to push him against the tile. But the other part didn't. He wanted to be the one in control, charged with the leadership, on top.

"Hiccup," Astrid said, her hand sliding down his wet torso.

"It's alright," Hiccup nodded. He kissed her cheek. "It's just…you know what you're doing. You're really good at this stuff. I'm not, and I'm worried about looking stupid."

"It's okay," Astrid said. Had it been the water or had her voice quavered? He saw her swallow. "The only way to get better is with practice."

Hiccup self-consciously laughed. Her hands wrapped around his shoulders and she drew him into a hug.

"I'm sorry," Hiccup said into her wet hair.

"Don't be," Astrid squeezed him. "I don't want to push you into doing something you aren't sure about. Again."

Hiccup smiled as she let go on him and reached for the shampoo. She dumped some into her hand and reached up for his hair. He let her wash his hair. Her nails grazed his scalp and it felt amazing, relaxing. When his eyes were closed she kissed him.

"I went shopping today," Astrid said casually.

"Oh?"

"We were out of coffee and I bought a percolator."

"Really?"

"Mm-hm." Astrid hummed. "And a few other things."

"Oh, there's someone parked in your spot, too." Hiccup mentioned as she pushed him back a step to wash the suds from his head.

"Oh, no there's not," Astrid squeezed shampoo in her own hair and worked it through her locks. "I went car shopping."

Hiccup stepped out of the water. "What?"

"It's mine." Astrid said, a drop of white suds running down the left side of her face, forcing her eye closed. "Blue with yellow detail?"

"Yeah…"

"Yeah, she's mine."

"She?"

"Yeah, I named her Stormfly."

"Stormfly? Where did you come up with that?" Hiccup laughed.

"Hey, just because I'm a girl doesn't mean I can't name my cars." Astrid said proudly. Her fingers caught on a tangle.

"You just bought a car?" Hiccup asked. The entire idea was preposterous. "Just like that?"

Astrid blushed, "Yeah, I've been saving up for a while. She wasn't that expensive. She's one of those fuel-efficient things. Apparently, her previous owner was a street racer. He died or something and his parents sold his car."

"That's a horrible story."

"Yeah, but that's the tale of the car." Astrid sighed. "And we have a car now!"

"We have a car?" Hiccup repeated. Since when were they a 'we'?

"Oh, you know what I mean,"

"You've got the car and the house. Way to wear the pants in the relationship." Hiccup grinned, poking her side.

"Oh, I try," Astrid shrugged as she ducked her head under the water. She came back up to add, "Someone's got to."

"Hey," Hiccup laughed. She ducked her head back into the water and he let his stare wander down to her chest. She turned so that he backside was facing him and on a wild whim he grabbed her by the hips. He pulled her back into him and slid one arm around her hips and the other between her legs. She gasped with the sudden touch and for a moment he worried that he'd gone too far. She wiggled her backside into his groin, purposefully, and widened her stance to give him the better angle.

He watched her lungs pump air with every gaps, the muscles in her back flexed underneath her perfect and shiny wet skin. Her hands clutched at the tiles as his fingers worked.

"How am I doing?"

"Uh…great…" Astrid moaned. "Faster,"

His hands were tiring, but he refused to give up. The hot water beat down on her back and bounced into his face. Her hips pressed into groin and stimulated his arousal. She came with a cry, grasping at the tile, her back arching, her muscles flexing around his hand. He withdrew his hand with a kiss on the back of her neck.

"Hiccup," Astrid said, breathlessly, as she turned around. Her hand grasped him and resumed to pump.

His back met the tile as her thumb ran over the tip. He moaned into her touch as her free hand pressed into his torso. Her nails tickled his stomach. Her hand pumped and stilled as her mouth closed around him.

"Astrid," Hiccup gasped as he felt it coming closer. He came and she moved her mouth at just the right time and let the water wash him off.

She reached for the soap.
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The middle of December rolled around and finals were taking their toll on Astrid. She didn't complain much, expect when Hiccup forced her to go with him to the library to work on her paper. She sat with her computer on her lap, typing, deleting, and typing some more, while Hiccup doodled in his sketchbook.

"Have you decided on a major, then?" Astrid asked after a prolonged moment of silence on the keyboard.

"Computers." Hiccup said. He had narrowed it down to computers. Engineering, maybe.

"Cool," Astrid sighed.

"How's the paper coming?" Hiccup glanced over at her. She grimaced. Smiling, he continued his sketch. It was of her, sitting as she was then with her brow knitted together and her gentle lips twisted into a frown. Even then she managed to be beautiful.

After her last final on Thursday she returned to the apartment in a state of pure joy that was hushed by her utter exhaustion. She collapsed onto the couch with an exaggerated groan.

"I'm done!" She shouted.

"Congratulations," Hiccup said. The semester was over, which meant that she had almost a month of no school, which meant that they had a month together before the spring semester started up for the both of them.

"Your lease is almost up, isn't it?" Astrid asked from the couch.

"…yes?" Hiccup asked with hesitation.

She popped up onto her elbows, "Have you gotten all of your stuff out?"

"No." Hiccup shook his head.

"Then let's go, we can take my car." Astrid was back on her feet.

"But aren't you tired? You want to nap?" Hiccup asked, twisted his hands in together.

"Nah, I'm good. I need something to do." Astrid shrugged. "Come on,"

Hiccup swallowed as she half-drug him out of the apartment. The clouds were gathering in dark gray clumps and thunder was rolling in the distance. Astrid's new car was small but adequate. It fit her: fierce, beautiful, peppy. He directed her across traffic to his dumpy apartments. He'd been slowly bringing things over, but hadn't been back in a while. As Astrid parked in front of his building he felt a knot in his gut.

The past couple of weeks had been nerve-wracking. Several evenings, and sometimes mornings, had been spent tangled in each other's arms, in the bed, on the couch, in the shower. Each time they'd been so close, but Hiccup had choked. Astrid hadn't pushed him. She'd let him take his time. Each time she'd said the same thing. That he didn't have to do anything he didn't want to. He wanted to, defiantly, but when the time came to do it, he couldn't.

They started up the walk and as Hiccup unlocked the door his apprehension grew. Astrid had never actually been in his apartment before.

He swallowed, "Maybe I should…go in first, just to make sure it's safe."

"Safe?" Astrid laughed. "What do you have in there that you don't want me to see? Hm? Porn? Odd fetishes? Dead bodies?"

"No, it's just…it's probably messy."

"It's messy? That's it?" Astrid raised a brow behind her sunglasses. "Hiccup, we already lived together. I know you're messy."

Hiccup laughed nervously as he door swung open. He held his breath as Astrid walked in. It wasn't as bad as it had been in the past, however because of his sporadic moving-out, there were things spread out all over.

"It's not bad," Astrid shrugged.

Hiccup opened his mouth to speak, but he suddenly took the silence into consideration. He looked up at the ceiling.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked. She was looking at him curiously.

"It's quiet,"

"Yes? It is?"

"No, I've had these crazy upstairs neighbors that were always blaring death metal or something." Hiccup smiled.

"Ah," Astrid smiled as she walked into the bedroom. "Whoa,"

His hearth thumped as he ran after her, "What?"

"Is that what you've been sleeping on?" Astrid asked pointing to the deflated air mattress.

Hiccup shrugged, "Yeah,"

"Well, I guess _that_ can go in the dumpster." Astrid said as s he stared down at it. "How do you feel about the blankets? Keep? Toss?"

"Keep," Hiccup said quickly. "That triangle blanket was my mom's and the other one was my grandpa's. He brought it back from Norway."

"This one is pretty," Astrid said as she fingered the blanket with the triangle pattern.

Hiccup swallowed. Astrid was on her knees beside the deflated mattress, fingering the blankets, her backside poised at a very promiscuous angle. His eyes lingered on it as she mumbled something, stretched her hand out, arching her back and turning her hips up. Hiccup inhaled, swallowed, and felt the heat moving south.

"Astrid," Hiccup said quickly, before his emerging erection could say it for him.

"Hm?" she hummed.

"Do you want to have sex?"

"Huh?" Astrid started, sitting down and turning to face him.

"Do you want to have sex?"

"Yes?" Astrid raised a brow. "Right now? Here?"

"Sure," Hiccup nodded.

"Are you sure?" Astrid asked slower.

"Yes," Hiccup nodded again. He could understand her hesitation. Every time that they'd gotten close, he'd back out. "If I just do it I'll get better. Practice, right?"

"Yeah," she nodded as she padded the flat mattress beside her.

Hiccup nodded and half-collapsed onto the blankets. Astrid pulled him to her lips. Hands searched bodies and tangled in hair and it didn't take long for their clothes to be discarded and tossed to the floor. Astrid wrapped herself around him and moaned into touch, arching her back into his chest, searching his back and fingering his shoulder blades. When the time came, Hiccup pushed her down into the blankets and wrinkled sheets, letting his enjoyment poke her in the thigh.

"Ready?" Astrid asked, biting her lip. Her hands gently fell to his waist. She adjusted her legs on either side of hips so that his erection naturally fell against her center.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded. He wasn't, but he was. It was a terrible complex. He knew that once he just pushed himself over the edge it would be easier. But the trick was to push himself off that first time.

"You can do this," Astrid whispered.

Hiccup positioned himself between her legs. The tip brushed against her and it set his blood on fire. He adjusted his arms so that her lips were within easy kissing distance. He bent down and placed a soft kiss that she eagerly returned.

He could do this. He inhaled, and gently pushed himself into her. Her nails pinched his waist and a soft moan eased out of her mouth. He pushed himself all the way, and paused.

"See?" Astrid said, breathlessly. She leaned up and kissed him.

Hiccup began the withdrawal, the nerves untangling in his chest, when - BANG.

They both jumped at the sudden and forceful knock on Hiccup's front door. He pulled out and collapsed onto the bed beside her.

"Did you lock the-" Astrid began to ask but her question was sooner answered.

The door was swung up and a thunderous voice bellowed into the apartment, "Hiccup? Son, the door was open. I'm coming inside."

"Shit," Hiccup spat underneath this breath. He scrambled for the blankets and had just thrown them over himself and Astrid as the massive figure of his father appeared in the open doorway of the bedroom.

"Son?" Stoick asked, but his words were immediately lost. His face burned and he stumbled back a step. "Oh, hello,"

Astrid was speechless and held the blanket against her chest. Hiccup could feel his face burning as red as his father's.

X
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Chapter 21: Nice to Meet You

"Son?" Stoick asked, but his words were immediately lost. His face burned and he stumbled back a step. "Oh, hello,"

Astrid was speechless and held the blanket against her chest. Hiccup could feel his face burning as red as his father's.

"Dad," Hiccup shouted, "What the hell are you doing here?"

Stoick cleared his throat. "I told you, I'd be back in a month. I, uh, didn't expect you to have company."

Hiccup felt Astrid shift as he glared at his father. "Why didn't you call?!"

"I tried. You didn't answer."

Hiccup swallowed. He thought back to his cell phone. He'd left it lying on the counter in Astrid's place. He sighed, "Sorry, about that. Could you give us a moment?"

"Oh, yes, of course." Stoick mumbled and quick reached for the bedroom door and shut it.

Hiccup collapsed back onto the deflated air mattress and heaved a great sigh. He rubbed his face vigorously with both hands, trying to scrub the embarrassment from his face, and maybe if he rubbed hard enough he'd scrub himself from existence.

"That's your dad?' Astrid said quietly.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded. "It's fine…just give me a moment."

Hiccup stood up and quickly clothed his bottom half. God, he'd never hear the end of this and there was no way his father _wouldn't_ tell everyone. Groaning, Hiccup hurried to the living room, explanations running wild in his head, along with a quick escape plan out of the window and down the fire escape.

Stoick was standing on the far side of the room, staring out of the window, hands clasp in front of him, foot tapping. He cleared his throat as the bedroom door opened and closed. Hiccup caught his father's stare and they both quickly looked down to the floor as a fresh round of embarrassment ranged between them.

"Look," Hiccup started to explain, trying to choose which excuse, when his father's face interrupted him. He was still blushing, but his lips were stretching in the widest smile Hiccup had ever directed at himself. "What?"

"Oh, my boy's got himself a girl," Stoick said lowly, in a giddy voice that Hiccup was unsure how to handle ."I was worried that you'd never find one, let alone one that looks like a model. To be honest, I was half-expecting you'd bring home a boy instead."

Hiccup had something on the tip of his tongue, but with his father's admission it vanished. He sighed as his father leaned in closer to him and in a small voice asked, "She's not a hooker, is she?"

Of course, that's what he'd think. And of course he'd say it out loud. That's just how his father was, rash with words and a bit rude. Hiccup was about to say something again, words rediscovered, when the bedroom door opened and closed again, this time a bit more violent.

"No, I'm not a hooker." Astrid said, as haphazardly dressed as hiccup, but there was no blush on her cheeks to indicate her embarrassment. In fact, Hiccup was sure he small a small fury at his father's insinuation.

"Oh, well that is great news," Stoick said, clapping his hands together and reached out for hers. He took both of her hands in his and shook their warmly. "It is a pleasure to meet you, I'm Hiccup's father, Stoick."

"Astrid," she nodded as her hands were shaken without her consent.

Stoick let go and clapped his hands back together as he turned toward his son. "So, Son, you've had a month. What are your plans?"

"I'm going to school and moving in with Astrid." Hiccup said plainly, all in one breath, to make the hammer easer to swallow.

"School?" Stoick stuttered, his mouth gapping, his eyes wide and unblinking. "Are you sure?"

"Yes." Hiccup nodded.

'That's a great plan!" Stoick thundered. "Tell you what, it's nearly dinner, let me take the two of you out. You can tell me all about your plans over something warm."

"No, it's okay Dad," Hiccup tried to excuse.

"No, no, consider this a make up for missing you on Thanksgiving. I insist." Stoick smiled between them like a father who couldn't be prouder. Hiccup was stuck.

"Alright, give me a little bit," Astrid said, putting her hands up and gesturing up to her hair. It had fallen out.

Hiccup swallowed again, reminded of the activity that his father had interrupted. He looked down at himself, half clothed, and the zipper of his jeans was down. He sighed, and followed Astrid into the bedroom, ignoring any glances from his father. She gratefully shut the door behind him and leaned against it, exhaling.

"That's your father?" Astrid whispered. "He's a giant!"

"I know," Hiccup nodded.

Astrid straightened her clothes and pulled her hair from it's messy updo. She wiggled her hands through it and braided it quickly and let it fall over her shoulder. She picked up his t-shirt from the floor and tossed it to him. Sighing, Hiccup pulled his shirt over his head.

Presentable at last, they accepted Stoick's irrefutable dinner offer. The weather was still pushing storms over the region, but it did not hamper Stoick's joyous attitude. Astrid offered to drive, and Hiccup watched his large father humorously squeeze himself into the backseat of the tiny car. They hadn't decided were to eat when they drove past a barely visible sigh.

"'Rachel's'?" Hiccup read aloud. He turned to Astrid whose face was void of expression, "Isn't that where you work?"

He saw her swallow, "Yes."

"Is it a restaurant?" Stoick asked from the back.

"Yes."

"What do you do there?"

"I'm a waitress." Astrid said in a monotone that Hiccup couldn't read. She was a bit pale as they drove past the inconspicuous food joint.

"Let's try it," Stoick piped.

Astrid's reaction was barely visible. Her lip twitched and her hands squeezed on the steering wheel. Her face blanched. "Okay,"

She pulled into the modest parking lot. She waited for them to open their doors before opening her own and locking Stormfly with a high pitched _beep_. She slipped the keys into her pocket and fell into step with Hiccup as the followed Stoick to the front door.

"You okay?" Hiccup whispered, barely audible.

She nodded in return.

They walked inside the dimly lit restaurant. It was busy, but not terribly. They waited a moment before a familiar voice greeted them, "Three?"

"Yes," Stoick answered first.

"Ah, table or a booth?"

Hiccup and Astrid saw their greeter at the same time. He was tall, built like a football player, with an obnoxious soul-patch of a beard. His black hair was tied back in a ponytail. He was dressed well and held three shiny menus in his hands.

"Ah, evening, Astrid." He nodded.

"Hi, Eret," Astrid said, her voice tight.

"Ah, a booth please," Stoick nodded.

"Right this way," Eret nodded and motioned toward the inner wall.

Hiccup remembered his voice and soon placed his face to that day at the library. He still didn't like him. He held a sense of arrogance about him, like he was entitled, and it annoyed Hiccup.

They sat, Stoick on one side and the two of the across from him, and immediately he directed their conversation.

"So, Astrid, you work here?" Stoick asked.

"Yes." Astrid nodded. "I wait on tables."

"Ah," Stoick nodded.

"I also go to school." Astrid added quickly.

"Oh? What are you studying?"

"English."

"You want to teach?"

"No, I'm not sure what I want to do. But it's a flexible degree."

"That's understandable. Are you from here?"

"No, I'm from California."

"California? That's quite a distant to travel for school."

"I wanted a change," Astrid shrugged.

"How did you and Hiccup meet?" Stoick asked Astrid, as if Hiccup was not there.

"At the library." Astrid said shortly. But Stoick was still waiting for more. "He was taking a really long time at the coffee machine. I said something, I don't remember what, and we kept bumping into each other after that."

"Ah, love stories usually have humble beginnings." Stoick smiled.

Hiccup felt his face redden. He swallowed.

"Hiccup, did you tell your father what you wanted to study?" Astrid asked quickly, nudging him in the side with her elbow.

"No, he hadn't," Stoick leaned in eagerly.

"Computers," Hiccup nodded, hand on his side.

"That's a broad net." Stoick said.

"Yeah, but I have two years of generals to work out the details." Hiccup sighed. "I was thinking something like engineering."

"Computer engineering?" Stoick repeated. "That's a worthy field right there."

Hiccup was relieved not to see his father's disappointed scowl. Although, he suspected that Astrid's presence had a great deal to do with it.

"What do you plan to do about work?" Stoick asked, just as Eret returned to the table with their drinks.

"Are we ready?" Eret asked.

"What are you specials?" Stoick asked proudly.

Hiccup watched Astrid twiddle her fingers underneath the table as Eret rattled off a short list of dishes. Stoick considered them and finally choose one. Astrid quickly ordered chicken and Hiccup copied her. Eret walked away and Hiccup caught Astrid's quick turn inward as a middle aged couple walked into the restaurant. Hiccup followed the path that Astrid had so quickly adverted from. The older gentleman's eyes scanned the room and lingered for a moment too long on Astrid. They quickly caught Hiccup's stare and a flash of dislike spread on his face.

"So, Son, are you planning to work and go to school?"

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded.

"That's a horrible idea, you'll be exhausted and you'll slip in your schoolwork." Stoick said.

Hiccup stared. He'd thought for sure that his father would want him to keep working to pay for it all. "But I need to buy stuff,"

"Don't worry about it." Stoick shook his head. "As long as you keep your grades up, I'll help you with tuition."

"Really?" Hiccup said in disbelief.

"Of course," Stoick nodded. "However, I expect A's."

"Sure." Hiccup nodded. Getting A's couldn't be that hard. He was second of his class in High School, of course, that was Berk, and competition was slow.

The meal went by in a parade of questions and answers, updates from Berk, and stats of the school. Hiccup breathed relief as Astrid played with her food. She had barely eaten anything. Hiccup held her to-go box on his lap as they drove back to Hiccup's apartment where Stoick insisted he helped them move.

At the end of the day they were both glad to see him off at the airport. Hiccup offered to drive and Astrid slunk in the passenger seat with her arms around her knees.

"You alright?" Hiccup asked.

"Yeah," Astrid said quietly. "I'm just tired,"

"I'm sorry about my dad." Hiccup added quickly. "He's really…forward."

"No, he's fine. He kind of reminds me of you, a little." Astrid said, turning to look at him. "He's got your awkward charm."

"He does?" Hiccup kept his eyes on the road. He'd never thought of his father as awkward.

"Yeah," Astrid was smiling. She was asleep before they got home.
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The weekend came around and Hiccup was happy to give his boss a two week notice. The balding man was indifferent, however. Hiccup reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys to Astrid's car. She refused to let him call a taxi and insisted that he take her car. He stepped out into the cold December night, feeling as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders, and was unprepared to do anything but go straight back to the apartment. His and Astrid's. _Theirs_.

He stepped toward her car and didn't see the figure leaning against it until he spoke, "Hey there,"

Hiccup jumped back, prepared to scream for his life and run, but his panic subsided when he recognized the face. It was Eret, cross-armed and laid back, looking strangely out of place without his suit, and much less inviting.

"Hi," Hiccup said slowly, feeling the keys in his hand.

"This is a nice car you've got, a little girly, but I suppose it's okay." Eret said, standing up and running his fingers along the blue paint.

"It's Astrid's," Hiccup said.

"I know," Eret smiled, his lips crocked, "I was just messing with you,"

"Oh," Hiccup nodded. This was more than uncomfortable. Eret's entire presence was uncomfortable. "Did you need something?"

"How about a ride? Hm?" Eret asked, leaning onto the passenger's side.

"Sure," Hiccup nodded, stepping toward the car. He unlocked it and Eret slid into the passenger side. Hiccup swallowed before he opened the driver's door. The doors were closed and the engine started before either of them spoke. "So…where to?"

"The bridge," Eret said without hesitation.

"Huh?" Hiccup asked, "Why?"

Hiccup turned his head just in time to see Eret's hand emerge from beneath his jacket, brandishing a black pistol, held low on his leg as to not be seen from the window. It was pointed at Hiccup and Eret's stable finger rested gingerly on the side, not on the trigger, but it didn't make him feel any less almost-dead. He temporarily forgot to breathe.

"Yeah, the bridge. Let's go, come on, drive." Eret said, nodding toward the road, as if nothing was wrong with this situation.

"Okay," Hiccup put two shaky hands on the wheel. He'd been to the bridge only once and it had been when he'd driven down. It wasn't very exciting or interesting. It wasn't old, but it wasn't new. It was just a bridge.

Hiccup navigated the streets of the city and kept an eye out for police cars. He contemplated stopping at the station and screaming for help, but odds are Eret could shoot him before he'd get the door open. He wanted to stay alive more than he wanted Eret in trouble. He followed the signs to Illinois and dreaded the deserted highway that arched over the Mississippi. He stopped at the light and waited a terrifying moment for it to turn green. As he turned onto the bridge, he feared that it might be the last thing he saw.

"Stop here," Eret directed when they were halfway across the bridge.

Hiccup followed his instructions and pulled onto the narrow shoulder.

"Turn it off,"

The car grew silent and the headlights vanished. The only light came from the grimly red don't-run-off-the-bridge lights that were scattered every few feet along both sides of the highway.

"Get out," Eret demanded as he took the keys.

Oh, sweet god, this was it. He was going to die tonight. Hiccup tried to look calm as he opened the door and got out. The wind was stronger here and it pushed the air right out of his lungs. Eret followed him, gun aimed, face cool. He poked him in the back with the gun and ushered him to the side of the bridge where he could hear the rushing water far below. It was dark, but the dim lights of the night reflected in patches of the muddy water.

On one side, the flood plains of southeastern Illinois lay silent. On the other side, Missouri was hidden behind levies. No one could see them. No one would hear him scream for help. No one would witness his body plunging into the watery grave.

"Ah, the Mississippi," Eret said, almost mournfully, "So majestic, so timeless, and so powerful. Did you know that most bodies that are discovered in water can't be identified? The water quickens decomposition and it takes them apart, so rapidly, so savagely, without mercy or prejudice."

Hiccup swallowed as the cold metal of a gun met his neck. The cold wind numbed his face. If the bullet didn't kill him, surely the water would freeze him, and he would float along the surface like a victim of the Titanic. Astrid's car would be dumped and no one would know what happened to the driver.

Eret slid an arm around his shoulders and pulled him in close so that the warm breath of his whisper slipped inside his ear, "Astrid cares about you a great deal. This is your only warning, Hiccup. If you break that girl's heart, I'm going to break your legs and throw your off this bridge.

"W-what?" Hiccup sputtered.

Eret leaned away and tucked the gun back wherever he'd hidden it. "Now, I'm cold. Let's get going."

Hiccup watched him get back into the car, on the driver's side, and start the engine. There was something wrong with his legs. They wouldn't move. Eret rolled down the window and yelled at him to get into the car. His daze was shocked and he walked to the passenger side. His daze mummified him as Eret drove back through town and parked in the welding shop's lot. Eret got out of the car, wished him a goodnight, and he was gone. Hiccup was still dazed as a black two-door rolled silently out of the parking lot.

He remained in Astrid's car, heart pounding in his ears, hands shaking, for what felt like a week. Somehow, he pushed himself over the center console and into the driver's side. He started home and as the familiar trek was taken he began to doubt if the events of the night had even happened.

Still shaken, Hiccup pulled into the parking lot of the apartments. He quickly scanned the lot for black two-doors lurking in the shadows. Stumbling out of the car, he almost missed a tiny, pitiful, squeak of a sound. He paused, looked around, but saw nothing. He took another step and heard it again.

His heart was still racing. He put a hand over his chest and leaned against the building's exterior. He saw something dark move from the shadows underneath one car and into another. He heard the small squeak. The small shadow remerged, paused, and darted underneath Astrid's car. Cautiously, Hiccup walked back to the car's side and knelt down on the pavement.

There, underneath her car, were two large green eyes staring back at him. They came from a dark shadow that huddled as close to the ground and it could get. It squeaked at him, and a pink tongue was revealed, behind a row of imperfect teeth. Several of its tiny white fangs were missing, one looked to be broken. It was so small, yet didn't have the awkward stance of a kitten.

Hiccup smiled as he held a ginger hand out to the small cat. He must be the runt of the litter, just like him. This cat had been left alone to the elements, in the harshest time of year, with little hope of making it. Those large green eyes were full of fear, of survival, of the unknown, and it pinched something in Hiccup's chest that he couldn't ignore.

"Hey, there," Hiccup said as he cautiously moved his hand closer to the shivering cat. It flinched away from him and he was afraid that it would run. "It's okay, it's okay, I'm not going to hurt you."

The cat seemed to consider him. It watched his hand as it steadily drew nearer. When Hiccup's index finger reached out and stroked the cat's cold wet head, it leaned into the touch and took a wobbly step toward him, eventually coming out from underneath the car. He limped on one of his back feet.

"You're hurt," Hiccup said to the cat.

It meowed at him. He could see the gaps where several of his front teeth were missing.

"Oh, that's not good." Hiccup sighed as he let the cat rub his head against his hand. It purred. "You're lost, aren't you? I know where you can go."

Hiccup picked the cat up and brought him up to the apartment with him. The cat was not pleased with being held at first, but by the time they arrived on Astrid's floor, he was perfectly comfortable in Hiccup's cradled arm.

The apartment was dark and Hiccup set the cat down on the floor so that he could removed his winter layers. When he reached back down for the cat, however, it was gone.

"Uh…" Hiccup quickly scanned the room. The cat was dark. The room was dark. Great.

Hiccup checked everywhere in the living room and when he made sure the bathroom was empty he shut the door. He tiptoed into the only remaining space, the bedroom, where Astrid was sleeping. His fears were realized when he saw the mysterious black lump that had curled into a ball on Astrid's back.

Hiccup stared at it, unsure of what to do, when the cat opened his green eyes. They seemed to have their own illumination. He stared back at Hiccup, as if daring him to do something about it. Sighing, Hiccup let him sleep there. Astrid would figure it out sooner or later.

Hiccup showered and returned to the bedroom where neither Astrid or the cat had moved. He changed into his pajamas and carefully crawled into bed. One false move and Astrid would have a very rude awakening. Hiccup had little trouble falling asleep, but his dreams were plagued with masked gunman, floating rivers, and waiters with twisting goatees. He had just fallen up into a raging river when his sleep was abruptly halted.

"The fuck?" Astrid cried, angry and tired.

His eyes were open at her outburst but his vision was skewed by something black. He sat up quickly and Astrid did the same. There was a black lump sleeping between them who had not minded Astrid's swearing at all. At the silence the cat twitched his head and opened one eye, and then the other, glancing between the two of them.

"What?" Astrid asked groggily.

"Oh, I see you've met each other," Hiccup said nervously, putting a hand up in defense.

"Huh?"

"Astrid, this is Toothless," Hiccup said with a polite gesture, "Toothless, Astrid."

Astrid followed his hand to the cat, but her expression hadn't change. Toothless seemed unperturbed by her presence altogether.

"Hell no."

X

And that's chapter 21! Don't forget to leave a review to tell me what you thought of the chapter, the story altogether, or just whatever. I greatly appreciate your input and support!


	22. Chapter 22

What? This chapter is EARLY? Don't worry, you're not going crazy, this chapter is actually early for a change! Don't forget to review and tell me what you think!

Chapter 22

"Oh, hell no," Astrid got out of bed in a hurry. "No. No. No. No. NO."

"What?" Hiccup put his hands up in defense.

"Hiccup, we can't have a cat."

"Why not? He was all alone, and scared, and hungry, and cold, and wet.."

"And he's a cat! They're nasty animals!"

"Look at him, does he look nasty?"

"They crap everywhere! And it stinks!"

"Your poop doesn't smell like flowers, either."

"I also contribute to the rent. My shit is allowed to smell."

"Just give him a chance,"

"No." Astrid shook her head and crossed her arms. "I had a cat, once, and I couldn't stand it. The thing was as stupid as a brick, but a brick is a lot more useful."

Hiccup sighed and looked down at Toothless. He didn't look the least bit worried. He had a nice place to sleep, for a change, and to him everything was perfect. How was he supposed to throw him back out into the cold?

"Oh, don't make that face," Astrid whined.

It took Hiccup a moment to realize she was talking about him. "Please, Astrid? Just for a little while?"

She sighed. She looked down at the cat. Toothless opened a green eye and carefully watched her.

"Fine. Just for a little while." Astrid groaned.

"Thank you,"

"And I expect you to clean up after him,"

"You got it,"

"And we're going to have to go shopping to get stuff. And find a vet, he looks awful."

"First thing after breakfast."

"And you," Astrid said, pointing a finger at Toothless, "Aren't sleeping in my bed. Down. In the floor. Off you go."

Toothless watched her motion at him, but didn't move. Finally, Astrid pushed him off with her hand and he unwillingly jumped to the floor. His ears were pinned back and his eyes were bright with dislike as Astrid straightened the bed that he had been denied. Hiccup sighed, and shrugged at the cat as his green eyes pleaded with him.

"Sorry, Bud, she's the boss,"

"Hiccup, he's a cat, he doesn't understand excuses." Astrid said as she padded toward the bathroom. She groaned something about litter boxes as she shut the bathroom door.

X

The snow plows were already working on the streets and Stoick had little difficultly, other than the expected, as he drove into town. There was little that his truck couldn't handle. It was much more suited to the elements that Hiccup's girlfriend's tiny little matchbox of a car. It could probably fit comfortably in the bed of his truck. He laughed at the thought as he parked in front of the hardware store.

He treaded over the drift left by the plow and the little bell rang as he walked inside.

"Morning, Stoick," Finn Hofferson called from the far side of the counter. He was in the middle of opening a tightly tapped package.

"Morning, Finn, I just need some light bulbs." Stoick said. He knew where they were and was back at the counter in less than a few minutes. Finn was still fighting the tape and took a break to work the register.

"Just you today?" Stoick asked, looking up and down the store for Finn's wife, Ingrid.

"I'm afraid so, Ingrid's come down with that cold that's been going around." Finn shrugged. He laughed, "She's a mess and I'd rather be here,"

Stoick returned a chuckle as he laid the bulbs on the counter and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. He laid a ten beside the bulbs.

"How was your trip out west?" Finn asked casually as he rang the bulbs.

"Better than I expected," Stoick said, nodding. "Of course, I was expecting the worst when Hiccup didn't answer my calls, so I went straight to his junky apartment. The door was unlocked so I let myself in, and do you know what I caught him doing?"

"Nah," Finn cocked a grin.

Stoick laughed, and then leaned in to the counter to whisper, "He was fucking a girl,"

"What?" Finn looked as surprised as Stoick thought he'd be.

"I couldn't believe it, either!" Stoick said, the blush threatening to reemerge, "And she was a looker! Slender and blonde, and had quite the attitude. I didn't know my boy had it in him,"

Finn chuckled, "How he'd pull off that?"

Stoick shrugged, "I don't know. I've never seen Hiccup successfully even talk to a woman. But that's not all. Apparently, he's decided to go to school down there. He's already moved in with this girl. I couldn't believe it when he told me."

Finn shook his head, "That boy's full of surprises. That girl of his got a name? You know everyone's going to be talking about her, now."

Stoick laughed. That was probably true. He thought back, he knew that she'd told her name. What was it? Abigail? No, that's not right. "Astrid, I think was her name."

"Astrid?" Finn repeated, eyebrows raised and his smile vanished from his face.

"Something wrong?"

"I don't think so," Finn shook his head. "But, my niece was named Astrid. You remember, Fredrick's troubled kid? The last I knew about her was that she was going to some school in Missouri. But, what are the odds, right?"

Stoick's balloon deflated a bit. "She was, now?

Finn cleared his throat. "Don't get me wrong, Stoick, it's not that I don't love my niece, but…she was a nightmare of a child."

"What can you tell me about her?" Stoick leaned in on the counter.

"Well, I only actually met her a couple of times when she was young, back when Ingrid and I would meet Fredrick and his wife in St. Louis once or twice a year. But when she got older, she got to be so rebellious, and mean, that Fredrick didn't know what he was going to do with her. She was always getting into trouble, fighting, drinking, drugs, sleeping around, you name it. We've sent emails back and forth a few times, like annual 'I'm not dead' announcements. She had no problem in telling me that she was stripping. I told her I could send her money, but he refused my help. She's always been stubborn like that, too proud, like her father."

"Ah," Stoick let this information sink in. He knew of Finn's estranged brother, but he didn't know the finer details.

Finn sighed, "I hope for Hiccup's sake that it's not the same Astrid."

"Thanks," Stoick said as he pulled the plastic bag off the counter and slid his change into his pocket. He hoped the same, but he wouldn't admit that to Finn. It would be his luck, though. Hiccup always did pick the most complicating way of doing things.

X

December flew by and on the nineteenth, Hiccup was beyond relieved to come home after his final day at the welding shop. He'd never have to go back to that smelly workshop or sweat his clothes through or work such horrible hours again. He opened the apartment door to find the lights still on and Astrid sitting on the couch with a book on her lap while Toothless played with a mouse-shaped toy.

Since his first trip to the vet, Toothless had gained weight and the limp in his foot was not as severe. The vet told them it was likely permanent, caused by a poorly healed injury, but it wouldn't be problematic until he was old enough to have arthritis. He had made the apartment his home, despite the occasional squabble with Astrid, and had no interesting in going outside.

"Glad to see you two are still being civil," Hiccup grinned as he pulled off his coat and boots.

"_Someone_, and I won't point fingers, pooped THREE times today." Astrid glared down at the nonchalant cat.

Hiccup laughed. He spied the empty litter box. "Well, on brighter news, I'm done with that horrible job forever."

Astrid heaved a sigh.

"What?"

"I'll miss the musk." Astrid leaned onto her elbow and looked at him. "Some men would pay a hefty price tag to have such a distracting scent."

Hiccup laughed, "And I get paid to smell this bad. Correction, got paid."

Astrid laughed. Hiccup strolled to the fridge and withdrew the makings for a sandwich. With the simple meal in hand, he joined Astrid on the couch. He hadn't told of her of his strange encounter with Eret. What would he say? That he threatened him at gun point and told him that he was a dead man if he broke her heart? It sounded stupid just thinking about it. She'd gone to work at Rachel's since then, but she acted no different.

There was something about Eret that didn't settle well. Hiccup just didn't know what it was yet.

Hiccup ate while Astrid read and Toothless played. He set his empty plate on the coffee table. Astrid sighed as she closed the book, yawning.

"I'll hit the shower before bed," Hiccup stood. "See you in the morning,"

He leaned down to kiss her, but she reached up and held him in place. "Since you're not going back to work, why not let it linger a little longer?"

"You want me to _not _bathe?"

Astrid nodded, kissing him again, sweeter. She stood up and he wrapped his arms around her waist. He slipped one hand underneath her shirt and flattened his palm against her skin. He eagerly kissed her back, pushing his tongue passed her lips, and tasting the mint toothpaste.

_Meow_.

Toothless jumped onto his hind legs and pawed at Hiccup's knee. The kiss was broken as claws sunk into his pants and poked his skin.

"Ouch, Toothless!" Hiccup shook his leg as the cat meowed at him again.

"He's missed you," Astrid sighed. "He still won't accept my attention."

Astrid released his shirt as Toothless rubbed up against his shin, looking up at him with wide green eyes, as if he _knew _what he'd just interrupted.

"Oh, by the way, a package came for you."

There was a small brown package on the counter. How had he walk past that? Who would send him things? That mystery was solved as he read the sender's name. It was from his fathers. He shook it. Plastic? Paper? Curious, he took the scissors from the drawer and sliced through the packing tape. Hiccup's face exploded into a deep red at the contents. Inside was a card, laying innocently on top of a smorgasbord of little flat, square, and colored packages. Condoms.

"What is it?" Astrid yawned as she appeared beside him.

"Nothing," Hiccup quickly tried to yank the box from her view.

"Is it underwear?" Astrid said lowly. She laughed, "You know I wash your underwear, right? We've crossed that bridge."

"No," Hiccup sighed, set the box on the counter, and pushed it over to her.

She peeked inside. She burst into laughter and her sudden outburst made Toothless jump. She reached in and pluck a golden wrapped condom from the pile. "Who sent you condoms?"

"…my father."

Astrid's laughter was renewed. She collapsed onto the floor, clutching her side, wiping tears from her eyes, and fought to catch her racing breath. Hiccup stood at the counter, face reddened, staring down at the card on top. Sighing, he took it, and opened it.

_Son, _

_it's not Christmas yet but I thought you might be a little embarrassed to open this one with the family. I'm happy that you've found someone. But be careful, I'm too young to be a granddad. Also, if she isn't doing anything else, bring that girl of yours home with you for the holidays. _

_- Dad_

Hiccup read it twice. He didn't think his father had ever been happy with him. But did that justify sending him a entire box full condoms? That seemed…excessive. Hiccup knew that his father wanted grandchildren, but not before he had a daughter-in-law. He was traditional.

Astrid's laughter finally died down and she pushed herself back to a standing position. She fingered another condom, "You want to try one of these out?"

Hiccup glared at her, "Not anymore."

"Why not?" Astrid asked, still smiling. Her laughter was still fresh on her tongue.

"Not after you laughed so hard that you cried."

"Do tears of joy not turn you on?"

"No, actually, they don't." Hiccup shrugged. She was still smiling. "Do they do anything for you?"

"Oh, I love watching boys cry. It's my favorite."

Hiccup shook his head. "Laugh at me and then sass me…"

"What?" Astrid asked, a laugh curving her word. "We can take a shower, if you want."

Hiccup shrugged, "I don't know, you kind of killed the mood."

"Okay then," Astrid laughed. She stepped closer and flattened her palms against his chest. "I'm going to go to bed. But, if you want to bring it back, you know where to find me."

She kissed him quick, before Toothless could interrupt, and slipped into the dark bedroom. Was she swinging her hips on purpose? He smirked as she peered over her shoulder at him, and pushed the door almost closed, leaving it barely ajar.

_Meow_

Hiccup looked down at Toothless, sitting on the floor with the toy mouse between his feet. His tail flipped and he looked up at Hiccup with wide eyes. Hiccup walked over and scratched the little cat on the head. He jumped up to nose his hand, and meowed when the attention stopped.

"We'll spend tomorrow together, okay, Toothless?" Hiccup whispered to the cat as he stepped toward the bedroom. He flipped off the living room light and nudged the bedroom door open. He shut it again quickly before Toothless could come inside.

Hiccup wiggled out of his jeans and left them and his t-shirt on the floor. He slipped into the bed, but paused, in case Astrid had fallen asleep. His question was answered when he felt her hand on his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and she nestled into his touch. Their lips met and the blanket swished as they squirmed to tangle themselves.

"You want to be on top?" Astrid murmured, biting his ear.

"Yeah," Hiccup kissed her cheek.

Hiccup pressed her into the bed, his hips on hers, chests pressed together, hands lost in hair, mouth gasping for breath between rough kisses. Her legs slid along his and folded together on the other side of his waist.

"Ready?" he whispered in her ear.

"You bet your ass," Astrid smirked against his cheek as she smacked his bare behind.

Hiccup kissed her cheek, and denied any apprehension he felt, refusing to give him to nerves. No one was going to barge in. No alarm was going to go off. He was going to do this. He braced himself, and pressed into her, and the sensation reverberated through his entire body as her body enclosed around his. She let out a soft gasp and hooked her arms around his neck as he pumped, adding her own movements to his. It felt…natural. It felt amazing, and incredible, and mind-blowing, but natural.

Her nails dug into his shoulders and her gasps quickened. He felt it coming, but he desperately wanted to get her off as well. He tried to postpone it, but failed, and came before her. The moan that escaped his lips was both ecstasy and disappointment.

She kissed his cheek, "What? Was it bad?"

"No," Hiccup kissed her back. "You didn't…"

Her small laugh that followed was one of surprised, not worry, "Oh, that can be easily remedied. Do you want to finish me or do you want me to?"

"I want to," Hiccup kissed her.

He started a trail of wet kisses down her chin, her tender neck, her collarbone. He made his way down her chest, lingering on her breast, kissing the hard center just to hear the soft moans that she made. With his mouth on one, he freed a hand to touch the other.

"Hiccup," Astrid gasped and arched at his touch. Her hands clutched at the sheets. He left her chest, a bit regretfully, and continued his kisses down her stomach. He scooted back on his legs, tracing fingers down her smooth legs, and kissed her knee. He started up with his mouth, feeling her tense under his touch with every kiss, until he arrived at his destination. Her breath became soft gasps and her nails flexed on the sheets, clutching them in fistfuls.

"Hiccup…ugh," Astrid moaned, her voice an octave higher, breaths shallow and sharp.

Whatever he was doing, he assumed he was doing right, because she gasped and squirmed. It didn't take long for her to spasm around his fingers and shout out. She collapsed onto the bed with limp muscles. He withdrew himself, crawled back up the bed, and laid beside her.

She slid a hand onto his chest and licked his lips before she kissed him.

"How's that taste?" Hiccup whispered.

"Better than you know," she smiled against his lips. "Goodnight,"

"Goodnight."

X

Astrid sat on the couch and braided her wet hair while Hiccup took Toothless's little "gifts" to the dumpster behind the building. Was he getting revenge for being shut out of the bedroom? Hiccup returned to find Astrid making two cups of coffee. She handed one to him.

"Thank you," Hiccup sipped it. Astrid had been right about the percolator. The coffee was fantastic. It actually tasted like coffee.

"We're running low on milk," Astrid sighed as she poured a small amount into her coffee.

"Oh, I forgot, my dad invited you to Christmas."

"He did?"

"Yeah," Hiccup sat down at the counter. The box of condoms was still there. "It was in his card he sent with the condom present."

"Oh," Astrid hummed.

"Is that okay?"

"Yeah," Astrid said quickly.

"But…?"

"I don't know."

"You don't have to if you don't want to," Hiccup said. "I mean, I'm sure you've got your own thing to do, right?"

Astrid murmured something.

"What?" Hiccup asked. "Aren't you going home for Christmas?"

"This is home, Hiccup."

"You're going to stay here by yourself?" Hiccup asked. When she didn't answer immediately he assumed the answer was a yes. "But…it's Christmas!"

"So?"

"You can't stay here by yourself." Hiccup shook his head. "It's like…not having cake on your birthday. It's a time for friends and family and love and sharing and food and monkey bread…it's like the one of year that you're supposed to be sappy and remind people that you love and care about them."

"Monkey bread?"

"Yeah, it's a dessert thing that we always make. It's like a tradition. We all help out in the kitchen. It's annoying and someone usually ends up yelling, or mad, but it's kind of fun."

"Oh," her voice was monotone.

"Astrid, come home with me for Christmas." Hiccup reached out for her arm. "I'd like to have you there. I-I don't know if I can go that long without you."

Astrid smirked, he could hear the little sound she made, like a sharp but quiet inhale. "Okay,"

Hiccup leaned over to her and kissed her cheek.

X
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Chapter 23

Christmas was fast approaching. The snow became a constant blanket on the sidewalks and windowsills. Twinkling lights on strings glittered into the night, and though their brightness was dimmed, they remained on through the day. The historic downtown looked like a scene from a movie, with its lights and holly wreaths.

A light snow fluttered down as Astrid jogged into the downtown café where she and Heather had agreed to meet. The smell of mocha and cream was welcome against the cold and she relished it as she scanned the tables. Heather was sitting near the back beside the wine wall. She waved to Astrid, who quickly joined her, shedding her coat on the dainty chair.

The waiter appeared and Astrid sent him away with an order for mocha, and then reached into her bag and pulled out a small gift box. Heather had withdrawn a box from her own person, and the girls pushed them toward one another, their holiday tradition. They unwrapped simultaneously.

Astrid pulled out a red scarf, that on closer inspection had a tiny pattern of gray running through it. "Oh, it's pretty,"

"I saw that and instantly thought of you. Red makes me think of you, must be your fiery personality." Heather smiled. She held the gifted nail polish in her hands, her own perfect nails reflecting the ceiling lights, admiring the golden hue with an unsure smile.

"When I see gold I think of you," Astrid smiled. "Not really, but that color did."

"I like it," Heather said with a raised brow, turning the bottle over in her hands, "This brand's not cheap…I didn't spend that much on you."

Astrid smiled, "It was on sale,"

"Okay, that makes me feel better." Heather laughed.

The coffee came and the unwrappings were cleared from the table. Astrid pulled the soft scarf around her neck.

"What are your plans for the holiday?" Heather asked.

"I am going to Berk."

"Berk?"

"Yeah, it's up north, about as north as you can go without hitting Canada."

"…Why?"

"That's where Hiccup is from."

Heather's face changed dramatically, from casual chitchat to wide-eyed shock, to a overly wide smile that showed off her too-white teeth. "You're going home with him? For Christmas?"

"Yes." Astrid nodded, sipping the coffee. It warmed the inside of her mouth and slid down her throat, ushering a warmth through her chest. She looked up at Heather who was still wide-eyed. "What? Is that bad?"

"No, no, no, it's not _bad_, but…it's just that a girl going home with a guy for a serious holiday like Christmas kind of denotes that the relationship is holiday-serious, and his family might start asking things like, 'when are you going to propose,' or 'when are you getting married,' and since you two are already living together, it'll be a quick assumption."

"We haven't known each other six months," Astrid laughed.

"Yeah, but his parents might not see it like that." Heather shrugged. "And they might start questioning how serious such a young relationship is…speaking of…have you and Hiccup…_you_ _know_."

"Hmm?" Astrid sipped her coffee. She knew what Heather meant, but she enjoyed watching her look embarrassed, like the word 'sex' was taboo or something. "What we what?"

Heather motioned with her hand, "…done _it_?"

"Had sex?" Astrid said, as if commenting on the weather, "Yes."

Heather blushed, but leaned forward onto the table and rested her chin on her elbows. "And?"

Astrid shrugged. "He's still new at it, so it wasn't the mind-blowing porn sex you want to hear about."

Heather shook her head, "_Tsk_, _tsk_, poor you, all the sex a girl could want and none of it's that good."

It was Astrid's turn to blush. Before she could respond, Heather beat her to it with another question.

"How big was it?"

Astrid's face went a deep red and she took a long drink from the cup.

"Oh?" Heather raised a brow. "That either means it was, or it wasn't…"

"It wasn't anything, I mean, it was average," Astrid said quietly. She awkwardly laughed, "I didn't get a stick out and measure it."

"Yeah, because that always brings the romance," Heather smiled. "'Hold on, sweetie, I want to check some facts,'"

Astrid laughed and shook her head. "Nah, he was fine. He was really sweet about it. You know, gentlemanly, but shy about it."

"You always did have a thing for the shy guys." Heather grinned.

Astrid sighed, "Maybe,"

"So, are you prepared to meet his parents?"

Astrid laughed, out loud, and a nearby table's conversation paused at the interruption. Ignoring them, Astrid quietly leaned into the table and told Heather about the impromptu meeting with Hiccup's giant of a father.

"What?" Heather mouthed. "Did his dad see you naked?"

"I don't think so, if anything it was just boobs," Astrid shook her head, thinking how much worse that meeting would have been. "But, no, there was this moment when no one said anything, because that never happens in real life, and we're just looking at each other, god, it was so awkward…"

Heather laughed, "Your life, sometimes,"

"Tell me about it."

"Do you have the time?" Heather asked, as she dug into her bag for her phone, prompting the race to find the time.

Astrid reached into her pocket, but felt nothing. She tried the other. Nothing. "Uh…no, I think I left my phone at home."

"Ah, I've got it. Right, I've got a thing in about an hour. I'll see you, later, okay?" Heather said with a smile.

"Yeah," Astrid stood up to hug her goodbye. She reached into her coat to check, but there was no phone, just her wallet.

She sat back down to finish the coffee. She fingered the scarf, thinking that she still needed to find a gift for Hiccup. Getting something at the school store felt…cheesy, like a shortcut. She'd have to go to a real store this time. But what to get him? She couldn't spend too much without looking suspicious, like Heather's nail polish. It hadn't been on sale, and part of Astrid feared that Heather had known she'd.

X

Hiccup rolled back into bed after Astrid left, but had been unable to sleep again, and resorted to television and his sketchbook. He made coffee and set it on the table beside Astrid's phone. She must have left it.

Toothless stretched on the thin windowsill, his new favorite location, and watched the cars below. His tail swung from the ledge and twitched at unpredictable intervals. Hiccup suspected he was watching blackbirds.

He'd done several rough sketches of Toothless, a few a little too cartoony, and one that made him look more like some kind of dragon than a cat. The coffee slowly drained from the cup and Hiccup was on his second when the phone on the table dinged.

The screen lit up and Hiccup reflexively glanced down at it. It was impossible not to read the bright words that rolled across the screen.

_Are you coming up here for the holiday?_

Hiccup blinked and the screen went dark again. His fingers twitched. He looked at Toothless who was busy watching the window and quickly snatched the phone from the table. The text was as he'd read it, and it was coming from someone by the name of Alvin.

Alvin? That was a male name. Why was a man texting Astrid about the holidays? He was insinuating that she was going somewhere, to him, assumably, for the holiday. Hiccup's gut twisted into a knot. So she would spend the holiday elsewhere? With this Alvin?

Hiccup was tapping his toes relentlessly and Toothless was glaring at him, ears twitching.

"What should I think about this?" Hiccup asked the cat. "Another guy is texting _my_ _girlfriend_," Hiccup paused at the phrase that still sounded as foreign in his ears as it tasted on his tongue, "Asking if she wants to come up and spend Christmas with him."

_Meow_.

"How am I not supposed to be jealous?" Hiccup spat, waving the phone around in his hand. He shut the screen off. She'd know that he'd look at it. Hiccup sat it back down, unable to shake the uneasy feeling.

X

An hour later, Astrid was sitting in her car in the mall parking lot. She hated going shopping without a clear objective. She wasn't one of those girls that could meander aimlessly through clothes and accessories. But, for Hiccup, she'd have to brave it and meander.

She stuffed the keys into her pocket and started inside, dreading the holiday shoppers. It was packed, like she'd feared, but not as bad as she'd seen it before. There were plenty of sales, but price was only part of a gift. She passed by an art store full of supplies and colors, but she didn't know where to start with that. She kept walking and passed one of those up-scale hipster stores, the kind that came and went with the seasons, with some new-aged hip-hop playing and too much brand perfume floating through the air in mists.

Oh well, it was a start.

Astrid meandered inside, skimming the men's side, picturing how Hiccup would look in a pair of slim leg jeans, when a face across the store caught her attention. Eret was standing in the women's side. Sensing a scene, she tiptoed over, and stood gingerly over his shoulder.

"That's not your color," Astrid said, admiring the fuchsia sweater.

He jumped, clutching the shirt, and spun, but his smile reappeared instantly. "Hello, Pige, what are you talking about? I have been told that I look fantastic in purple."

"Oh, was it your mother?"

"Maybe it was."

Astrid laughed.

"It's for a lady, if your must know," Eret said, straightening the shirt.

"Oh?"

"Yes,"

"You're buying them gifts, now?" Astrid smirked. "That's so sweet of you,"

"Maybe I like this one slightly more than the last one." Eret muttered. Then a though struck, "Hey, you know how girls think, help me pick something out."

Shrugging, she scanned the female's section. "How color is her hair?"

"Brown."

"Light brown? Dark brown?"

"Uh…"

"What color of chocolate?"

"Milk,"

"Okay, what about her skin tone?"

The questions continued until Astrid had a decent idea, and she led Eret away from the hideous purples and toward the oranges, and finally pushed him to buy a too-thin sweater. It would fit his latest sleazy arm candy just fine.

"So, Pige, is what I heard through the grapevine true?" Eret lowered his voice, "You got a 50k check for fucking a lawyer?"

Astrid's skin prickled, "No, it was just thirty."

Eret's smirk didn't diminish. "For thirty, it must have been a good one. Spare any details?"

Astrid frowned, "The extra was for secrecy,"

"Ah, I get you," Eret smirked. He looked around the store, "It paid for that sexy little thing you're driving around?"

"Have you been spying on me?"

"Someone's got to keep an eye on you," Eret shrugged. "Besides, I saw that boy of yours in it the other day. Hiccup was his name, right?"

"Yes," Astrid nodded. That tone of his had returned. He was fishing.

"He's driving your car already, I didn't know it was that serious between you." Eret smiled. "It is that serious?"

Astrid shrugged. "Maybe a little. I'm going home with him for Christmas."

"Oh?" Eret smiled widened.

"Hey, you're a boy, help me find something for him." Astrid grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him to the boys' side of the store.

X

Hiccup was pacing when Astrid finally came home. The phone had gone off again, but he'd forced himself to ignore it. Each time he heard footsteps in the hallway, he froze, waited, and sighed as the footsteps continued passed the door. When Astrid's key slid into the lock, he twirled around, ready to explode.

"Hey," Astrid said casually as she came inside, a bag under her arm from some store he'd never heard of. She quickly hid it from view. Her brows came together and her stare narrowed, "What's got you all hot and bothered?"

"Who's Alvin?"

"What?" Astrid asked, but the tone in her voice shifted.

"Someone named Alvin has been texting you." Hiccup pointed to her phone.

Astrid's eyes followed his finger, "You went through my phone?"

"No, the text was on the screen, and I-I just kind of scanned over it." Hiccup swallowed. With Astrid staring him down, he felt less inclined to argue, but he refused to back down. "He said something about you spending the holiday with him."

Astrid didn't say anything immediately.

"Who's Alvin?" Hiccup asked again.

"He's just…he's nothing to worry about," Astrid said, pushing passed him, grabbing her phone, and vanishing into the bedroom, bag in her arms.

"He's wanting you to spend the holiday with him, how am I not supposed to be worried about that?" Hiccup said to the bedroom door.

"Because I'm not _dating_ Alvin." Astrid spat on the other side.

"Then why won't you tell me who he is?"

"Because it's not of your business!"

"Isn't that what dating means? We know each others' business?"

"We're dating, not married,"

"Why won't you tell me?" Hiccup demanded through the door. He could burst through, but he doubted it would make this better. Worse, probably.

"Because it doesn't concern you,"

"But it concerns you, Astrid, and that concerns me,"

Silence. Had he said something wrong? He heard the door to the armoire shut. Footsteps. The bedroom door swung open. Astrid was standing there, silent and stoic. Her blue eyes were searching him, her lower lip met her teeth, her nails tapped on the door.

Hiccup swallowed, "Why won't you tell me? Do you not trust me?"

"Alvin is a friend of my parents." Astrid said flatly, not looking away from his face.

"Oh?" Hiccup swung his arms. That wasn't what he was expecting. "So…he wants to know if you're coming home for the holiday?"

Astrid shrugged and went to the still warm percolator and poured a cup of coffee.

"If it's a family thing, you should go, I mean, it's family, and Christmas, and that's more important than spending it with anyone else,"

Astrid abruptly cut him off, "My parents died, several years ago, and Alvin's taken it upon himself to be like my god father or something. He is, I think."

Hiccup, stunned, blinked several times and cleared his throat. "I-I sorry. I didn't know that. I just…kind of assumed the worst."

"Yeah, you did."

"I'm sorry, Astrid," Hiccup repeated. He shuffled his feet. "If you'd rather spend Christmas with Alvin than with me, that's fine. I understand."

"No," Astrid shook her head, holding the coffee with both hand. "I would much rather spend it with you. I'm sorry for getting defensive."

"No, it's my fault, I should've just asked, or not snooped." Hiccup shrugged.

"I should have told you sooner. I didn't know how." Astrid walked to the couch where his sketchbook lay open. "Are you drawing Toothless? …as a dragon?"

"I guess so, I'm not really sure what I was doing."

Astrid's lips turned upward, slightly, "It's cute,"

Hiccup sighed in relief at the shift in her hostility. She was terrifying when she was angry. He cautiously stepped to the couch and sat beside her.

"So…is there anything else I should know about you?" Hiccup smiled, trying to recover from his blooper.

"Alvin owns the casino I work at sometimes in St. Louis. He also owns the Rachel's restaurant chain, but it's not really a chain because there's only like four of them. When my folks died he tried to help me out as best he could, by finding me a job, and keeping me on my feet." Astrid said to the coffee.

"That's really good of him."

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. "It's all just part of my messed up life,"

"Why? What is wrong with it?"

Astrid half-laughed, "Nothing much, just little things, I guess. I suppose, in the long view, I turned out okay."

"I think so."

Astrid smiled at him, and gently punched him in the arm.
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Chapter 24: Berk, Home Sweet Home

Stoick was tapping his foot at Arrival Gate B as Hiccup and Astrid came through, bags and an unhappy Toothless in tow.

"What is _that_?" Stoick barked, pointing a large finger at Toothless's carrier.

"Oh, um, Dad, this is Toothless," Hiccup motioned between them.

"A cat?"

"Yes." Hiccup nodded.

Stoick looked between the three of them. Astrid shifted, tightening her hand on the strap of her bag.

"Right, well, lets get going. There's another snow coming in." Stoick cleared his throat. He led the way out of the airport and into the frigid Augusta air.

The sky was cloudy, as usual, but the sun was bright on the other side and lit the gray dome with gold, and the entire city had an otherworldly aura. Hiccup shifted as a particularly cold wind gushed through his coat. Astrid climbed into the backseat and motioned for Toothless's carrier. Hiccup lifted it up to her and she pulled it inside. Hiccup closed the door for her and climbed into the front seat.

Stoick turned on the radio before he pulled out of the parking lot and hummed along to the country songs. The trek back to Berk began as the interstate shot them out of the city and through the snowy coast, civilization diminishing as the pine covered hills took over, as the road curved along the steely coast. Hiccup glanced back at Astrid every couple of miles. She was sitting in the back, legs folded under her, staring out the window, with a content Toothless purring on her lap.

"Interstate _one_?" Astrid mumbled in the backseat.

Hiccup caught her smirk as their eyes met. She winked at him.

They drove on and at last the island of Berk loomed in the distance, a gray rock in the winter water, jutting upward with violent spikes for mountains. A solitary two-lane bridge connected it to the mainland.

"Ah, there is it," Stoick said proudly as he turned onto the bridge.

Below, the rocky shores were continuously being batter by relentless waves of freezing winter water. Down Mainstreet, Hiccup could feel the eyes watching Stoick as he passed, their eager waves only a means to prolonged their stares.

"Wow," Astrid breathed against the glass.

"Aye, it's not much, but it's home," Stoick sighed as they passed the hardware store.

Berk was always decorated for every holiday, and even more vigorously for Christmas, which made it a sort of tourist stop. The storefronts were filled with fluffy fake snow, nutcrackers, reindeer, tiny Santas and sleds, tensile and glimmering sliver icicles, and stringed lights. They drove through town, which didn't take long, and wound up a snowy lane that curved to a hilltop log cabin. It was nestled into the hillside and veranda overlooked the village below.

"Here we are," Stoick said as he pushed the garage door opener on his sun visor. The door creaked up and he pulled inside. "I don't know about you two but I am starving. How does pizza sound?"

"Good,"

"That sounds fine,"

The garage door whined closed and the engine went quiet. Hiccup inhaled, braved it, and heaved his bag over his shoulder as he got out of the vehicle. Astrid opened the door and Toothless jumped out as soon as possible. He stretched and shook and meowed.

"It's okay, Toothless," Hiccup said as he bent down to pet him.

Hiccup cleared his throat and motioned into the house, "So…uh, I guess, I'll show you around."

Astrid smiled, but said nothing, as she followed him into the kitchen. Hiccup quickly pointed out the first floor, the kitchen, living room, dining room, study, his father's room, door to the basement, and led her upstairs.

"This is the guest room," Hiccup said quickly as he opened the door.

"It's adorable," Astrid said as she walked inside. She dropped her bag on the bed and ran her fingers along the quilt. Toothless ran in after her and stood between the two of them.

Hiccup shrugged, "You've got your own bathroom in there,"

"Really?" Astrid stepped toward the narrow door at the end of the room and walked inside, "Man, this place is better than a hotel! It's so cozy."

Hiccup shifted his feet.

"What is it?"

She was looking at him, her brows drawn together, eyes pinned on him.

"Nothing, it's just…I don't know. It's weird being back."

"How long have you been gone?"

"Not long enough."

"Oh, it'll be fine, just a few days, and then you're a school boy," Astrid came over to him and reached for his hands.

Hiccup tried to smile, but it wasn't helping. These few days sounded much longer and more tortuous than any exam a professor could throw at him.

"Yeah, just a few days," Hiccup swallowed.

"Oh, it'll be okay," Astrid gently nudged him in the shoulder with her knuckles.

Hiccup fiddled, and finally cleared his throat, "So…uh, I'll meet you downstairs, then, I guess."

"Sure, lunch, right?"

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded as she backed up out of the room. He waited outside in the hall as Astrid closed the door, smiling at him as it shut.

Hiccup meandered back to his room, which hadn't changed at all, and collapsed onto the bed. Pinned to the ceiling was an old Halo poster. How long had it been there? He barely remembered putting it up there, standing on his bed, his tiptoes, and jumping up to push the pins into the ceiling. Now, he could lay his hand flat on the ceiling if he just stood on his bed. If he jumped, he'd hit the ceiling.

Hiccup groaned into his hands. Having Astrid here felt so…weird. His two worlds were colliding, the one he'd tried so hard to escape from and the one that had somehow managed to engulf him, and he didn't know what was going to come from it.
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Astrid set her bag on the dresser. The way Hiccup had talked about his family and home she'd halfway expected Berk to be a shack-town that smelled like fish and sweaty seamen, but it was not that at all. It _was_ a fishing town, she'd saw the docks and the boats, but Berk was…adorable, and quaint, and everything a small down should be.

When Stoick drove by, everyone that saw him waved, old and young, and it was so…heartwarming. How could Hiccup dislike such a nice place? And his house! It was a log cabin mansion! It wasn't made of the plastic and dry wall of the modern era, but of sturdy logs and brick. She would love to have lived here.

Astrid washed her face and changed out of her travel sweats and into jeans. Hiccup's family was one to impress, but not too much, as to seem pompous. She rebraided her hair and went to rejoin Hiccup. The hall was empty, however, and she could hear the distant mumble downstairs. Curiosity fired in her gut and she tiptoed down the hall. She gently peeked into the doors, finding a closet, a closet, and a room that could only be Hiccup's. There was an old computer laying on the floor that looked like it had been painstakingly taken apart and examined. A halo poster was on the ceiling above the bed. Yup. Hiccup.

She shouldn't, but curiosity overtook her. She peered down the hall, both ways, and there was no sign of anyone. She tiptoed into his room, knelt by the bed and peeked underneath. It was lined with old shoeboxes. Pulling one out, she gingerly lifted the top, fully anticipating what fiendish boy-secrets were hiding inside.

What was it?

She bit her lip, holding in it, and…Pokemon cards? Astrid sighed. That wasn't was she was hoping for. She shifted through the box, but there was no hidden porn stash underneath, no shameful toys, nothing but colorful pokemon cards.

"What are you doing?"

Astrid jumped, spun around, and fell against the bedpost. Hiccup was standing in the doorway, eyebrow raised.

"I…was…" she swallowed, "Snooping."

"I can see that." Hiccup said. He stepped inside. "For what?"

"Oh, you know, the usual," Astrid shrugged, trying to keep her cool, "Porn, toys, dirty secrets you don't want me to know about,"

Hiccup smirked, shrugged, and shuffled his feet. "I don't have any of those,"

"You don't have a porn stash?"

"Not really," Hiccup shrugged.

"But you're a boy…"

"Yeah," Hiccup tensed. "But I also had the internet."

"Ah," Astrid nodded.

"So…" Hiccup knelt down and closed the lid on the shoebox and pushed it back under the bed. "I was really into Pokemon."

"I'd hope so, or all those cards won't make sense," Astrid smirked.

Hiccup was about to stand up when she pulled him back down to the floor. He fell with a _hump_.

"What?" Hiccup asked, looking a big confronted.

"Are you sure you're okay?" Astrid asked, wrapping her arm around his. "You seem down."

"I'm fine," Hiccup shrugged. "I mean, I would rather this entire thing be done with."

Astrid snaked her arms around his middle, leaned onto him, and rested her cheek against his. "It'll be fine, babe,"

He tentatively put his arm around her waist. She nosed him and smiled as she kissed his cheek. He looked so…sweet when he was depressed, his self-consciousness gave him a puppy face, and she wanted to keep him like that forever, but she wanted to make him happy, to fix his wrongs, to hold him until it all went away. It was a complex.

She stroked his hair and twirled her finger on a lock above his ear. She kissed him again, gently pushing his chin toward hers to kiss his lips, and they hadn't been connected but a few moments before Stoick's booming call rattled the windows.

"I'm going into town to pick up a pizza," Stoick called. "I'll be back in fifteen, don't burn the house down!"

"Okay," Hiccup called back, a little breathless.

There were heavy footsteps on the first floor, and then a door slammed, and then the roar of a truck pulling away from the house.

"Is he gone?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup stood up and went to the window. He pointed, although she couldn't see, "Yup, there he goes."

"And he gave us fifteen minutes?" Astrid asked, clawing up onto the bed, posing so that her rear was jutting into the air. "Alone?"

"I guess so," Hiccup said, still looking out the window. He glanced back to her, and his brows shot up, "What, here? Right now?"

"Why not?" Astrid stretched, purposefully pulling her shirt tight across her chest, and rolled slowly onto her bed and dangled her head off the side, so that Hiccup was upside down.

"I-I don't know," Hiccup shuffled, "I mean, it's just,"

"You've never dreamed of having sex in your bedroom?"

Hiccup blushed and reached for his elbow.

"Come on, time's wasting," Astrid smiled. She reached out for him, holding her hand open, and waited a moment before he slid his hand into hers.

He jumped onto the bed, snaked his arms around her, and muffled her laughter with his lips. She wormed her hands underneath his shirt as his teeth teased her neck. A poke in the thigh made her reach for the button of his jeans.
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Hiccup collapsed onto the bed beside her. A light sweat tickled his chest. Astrid curled into his side and placed a hand on his stomach, and even right after release, her touch sent fire through his skin. He placed his hand over hers and squeezed it tight. A sigh left her lips and warmed his neck. How could this girl make him feel like this? Like everything in the world was just fine?

The garage door rumbled and Hiccup shot into a sitting position. "Dad's back,"

Hiccup jumped from his bed and raced to his discarded boxers and pulled them up over his legs.

"What?" Astrid sat up and blinked at him.

"My dad is back!" Hiccup whispered, and tossed her underwear at her.

She caught them and slowly dragged herself out of bed. They dressed quickly, and Hiccup had just pulled his shirt over his chest when Stoick called up the stairs. He glanced quickly at Astrid. She was still pantless and took her time fastening her bra.

"Hurry up," Hiccup picked her jeans up from the floor and held them out to her.

Astrid sighed, and stuffed her legs back into her jeans. "Do you think he's going to come barging in here again? You'd think he'd learned from last time."

Hiccup's face went a deep red.

"Oh, come on, it's done, we can joke about it now."

"There is nothing funny about that."

Both of them, fully dressed, meandered downstairs. Stoick was standing around the counter with three plates and an open pizza box. There was a redness in his cheeks that Hiccup hoped had everything to do with the cold.
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That evening, the house filled gradually, with guests that were more than eager to meet Hiccup's new girlfriend. The first was a large boisterous man with a blonde beard. Upon his entrance, the entire house boomed with his own version of _Deck_ _the_ _Halls_.

"Stoick, there you are," he sang into the song, "I brought my mom's infamous potato salad, straight from the grocery store."

"Ah, thank you Gobber, you know I love you mother cooking," Stoick laughed as he took the store-bought salad and set it in the fridge until dinner.

Gobber's bright eyes turned on Hiccup and Astrid, who had been sitting at the counter, and his great arms whisked open and a warm smile spread his lips and uneven teeth poked through. He picked Hiccup up in a bear hug and set him back down on the stool.

"It's been lonely here without you, Hiccup," Gobber said as he patted him on the shoulder, each thump tilting Hiccup dangerously. "And _this_ lovely lady must be your new friend?"

"Yes, Gobber, this is Astrid." Hiccup said quickly.

"Astrid, that is a lovely name, quite fitting," Gobber forwent the handshake that Astrid had prepared and took her into the same bear hug that had squeezed the air out of Hiccup. "It is great to meet you,"

"You too, Gobber," Astrid said, regaining her lost breath.

"It's about time someone snatched this lad up," Gobber leaned onto the counter, and winked, "He's quite the catch,"

"Thank you, Gobber," Hiccup said quickly.

Astrid moved her hand onto his knee, where his fingers were tense, and squeezed it. He gave her a pitiful smile in return.

The night came quickly and the snow blew in, gathering on the windowsills, and pit-patting on the glass. With the snow, came more dinner guests, enough to fill Stoick's large table, each consecutively covered in more snow. Among them were a few of Stoick's business friends, their spouses, and Spitlout and his son, Snotlout.

After the third person asked if Astrid was Hiccup's new girlfriend from California, she leaned in to him and whispered, "How do they all know about me?"

"It's a Berk thing. My dad probably told everyone. You probably had your own article in the paper." Hiccup shrugged.

Astrid frowned. Hiccup looked about as enthused about dinner as he did about the dentist. She nudged him, but it did very little. The empty space in front of her was quickly taken by Snotlout. His wide face was twisted in an arrogant smirk.

"So, you must be Astrid," Snotlout leaned in too close. His breath was hot and smelled like feet. Astrid flinched away, but it didn't seem to bother him. "I'm Snotlout, but I'm sure you've heard _all_ about me."

"Uh, no." Astrid crossed her arms when his eyes did a prolonged up-down.

"What?" Snotlout looked almost hurt, but even more surprised, "Hiccup didn't tell you about me?"

"No, fortunately, Snotlout, I didn't." Hiccup grumbled.

"Snotlout?" Astrid raised a brow. "What kind of a name is _that_?"

"It's a family name," Snotlout said quickly. "My great, great, great grandfather Snotlout. He…conquered villages and tamed seas!"

"Yeah, I'm sure he did." Astrid said flatly.

Snotlout twiddled his fingers and shuffled, before quickly spitting out, "Did Hiccup tell you how he got his nickname?"

"Yes, yes, she knows that story," Hiccup quickly cut in, and pushed Astrid out of Snotlout's immediate range. He fumed, but was shuffled away by Gobber.

"Is there more to it?" Astrid whispered.

"No, but he thinks there is," Hiccup groaned.

Astrid glanced over her shoulder and saw Snotlout wink at her. He pointed downward.

"Oh, is he going to try and tell me it stands for your dick?" Astrid smirked.

Hiccup went red.

"Hiccup, I think we're passed that stage." Astrid nudged him.

Hiccup's red cheeks went even redder.

"Alright," Stoick boomed over the room, "Dinner is ready,"

The dinning table was full of people and food. Astrid sat beside Hiccup, and Snotlout made a point to sit on her other side. The prayer said, the food passed, and Hiccup tensed as the conversation drifted to him.

"So how is Missouri?" Spitlout, Snotlout's equally obnoxious father, asked. He had the same arrogant smirk that his son wore.

"Cold." Hiccup shrugged.

"Stoick here tells us that you're going to school," Gobber spoke over whatever was about to come out of Snotlout's mouth.

"Uh, yeah," Hiccup nodded.

"What are you going into?"

Hiccup swallowed, "Computers."

There was a resounding agreement around the table. Astrid reached for Hiccup's hand.

"So I guess that means you're leaving pretty soon then?" Gobber asked.

"Yeah, we're only staying for the holidays," Hiccup nodded.

"Wait, so you're like going to school," Snotlout laughed.

"What?" Hiccup shrugged.

"Is Missouri like your Hogwarts?" Snotlout laughed, "That makes you Harry Potter."

Hiccup sighed, and glanced at Astrid, who held a finger over her lips to hid her smile. She swallowed under his stare and quickly added, "You know that makes you Dudley."

"Who's that?" Snotlout's humor vanished.

Astrid smiled wider and gripped Hiccup's hand.

Dinner wound on, forkful at a time, and the conversation went on. The meal ended and dessert was passed around and one by one the guests left into the blizzard. Astrid tapped Hiccup on the knee and excused herself for a bathroom break.

She jogged up the stairs and took a moment of relief for the quiet of the hallway. She stretched her arms and bent down to stretch her back, and was enjoying the release in her muscles, but her peace was rudely brought to an end with a cartoon-wolf whistle. Whipping around, she saw Snotlout standing at the top of the stairs.

"So, between you and me, how much is he paying you?"

"Excuse me?" Astrid snapped.

Snotlout laughed, "Seriously, do you expect me to believe that Hiccup, _Hiccup_, could swig a ten like you? I mean, there is no way that an ass like _that_ could be honestly interested in a twig like Hiccup."

Astrid scoffed.

Snotlout stepped closer, "But, come on, how much? Because I can totally double it."

"What?"

"Come on, I'll show you how a real man treats a woman,"

"Really? Because you're doing such a fine fucking job," Astrid snapped.

"Oh, I like my woman a little spicy," Snotlout brought his shoulders up to his ears and pretended to shiver.

Astrid held her fists back, clenching her fingers into her palm, ready to break his nose, when someone else climbed the stairs.

"There you are," Gobber said gladly, "Come one now, we're missing the party!"

Astrid sighed, unclenching her fist, as Snotlout retreated back down the stairs. Gobber glanced back at her and she mouthed a grateful thanks.
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Chapter 25: Good Morning, Sunshine

"Hey,"

Astrid heard the sound, felt the warm breath against her cheek, but sleep convinced her to roll over. It was too comfortable to get up, just five more minutes, but the voice was followed by a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"Hmm…" Astrid hummed, fighting to keep the sleep, but the hand moved down her shoulder, over her waist, and landed on her hip. She stirred, blinked, and turned quickly to face her visitor, a bed-head Hiccup still in his pajamas.

"Hey," Hiccup smiled.

"Good morning," Astrid smiled. Hiccup had been leaning on the bed, over her, but as she turned onto her side he scooted in next to her, hugging her close. His lips grazed her cheek. "I missed you last night,"

"Did you?"

Astrid hummed as she nodded, "Yeah, I'm used to you being there when I sleep. Would your dad be upset if I crawled into bed with you?"

"It's best to avoid that," Hiccup sighed. His hand on her hip squeezed. "But, Dad's planning this big breakfast before the pictures, hope you're hungry,"

Astrid scooted closer to him. "Yeah, I could eat."

Stoick bellowed downstairs, greeting the Jorgensons. Astrid first thought he was being loud on purpose, but she was beginning to think he was just that loud. She was glad that Hiccup did not share his father's thunderous personality.

Hiccup sighed and headed back to his room, leaving Astrid to get up. She reluctantly got out of bed and trotted to the bathroom. She nudged the door closed, but it creaked ajar as she turned on the water in the shower. She retrieved some clothes from her suitcase and returned to the steamed bathroom.

Every year Hiccup's family took an annual holiday picture, many of which lined the downstairs hallway, along with Hiccup's school pictures, which he had purposefully shooed her away from. He complained about them, but Astrid hadn't seen why. Sure, he had gone through a gawky awkward phase, but what teenager hadn't? Honestly, he'd kept his dork-charm through them all.

She could smell the bacon waffling from downstairs, warm, homely…home. This entire place felt like a real home, with family and friends, like something out of a cheesy movie, and a part of her knew that Berk couldn't possibly be a real place. This was all just a trick, like Hiccup, and it was on her by fate, because she knew that this couldn't be hers.

Astrid had just stepped out of the shower and pulled a towel from the rack when she heard the creak. She knew that creak, it was the floorboard in front of the dresser, right in front of the bathroom door. She paused, thinking quickly of Hiccup, and a wicked smile eased across her lips.

"Miss me already?" Astrid asked, tipping her voice with as much seduction as she could, loosening the towel and exposing much of her back.

She heard a short laugh. She turned on her heel and threw open the door. Hiccup was not on the other side.

"Sure, baby," Snotlout sneered.

"WHAT THE HELL?" Astrid screamed, and before he could react, her balled fist smacked into his nose. She immediately felt it crunch underneath.

"Shit!" Snotlout stumbled backward, hands on his face, tripped over the corner of the desk, and fell with a hard thud.

"What are you doing?" Astrid screamed at him, her fist still tightly clutched. She heard the commotion downstairs and as multiple footsteps thundered up the stairs, she tightened the towel.

"What happened?" Stoick was first through the door, followed by Hiccup, and a worried looking Spitelout over his shoulder.

Astrid groaned and went back into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. She would explain herself when she was dressed.

"Boy, what are you doing in here?" Spitelout shouted.

Snotlout mumbled something.

"What's wrong?" Stoick said.

"Bitch broke my nose!" Snotlout shouted, his words a bit curved.

"You probably deserved it!" Stoick shouted. "Not get out. This is a ladies room. I know your father taught you better than that. Right?"

Spitelout mumbled.

Astrid hesitated, waiting for the party to migrate out of the room, before she came out. She towel-dried her hair, braided it back, and opened the bathroom door carefully. It was empty, however as the door closed behind her, Hiccup appeared in the doorway, in a green dress shirt and dark jeans.

"You okay?" he said quickly.

"Yeah," Astrid shrugged. "You look nice."

Hiccup blushed, and shuffled his feet, "Thanks."

"Is jerk-lout okay?"

Hiccup laughed, "It doesn't matter. Dad approves though, he winked at me when we were downstairs. I guess you scored some points, or something. But his mom wants him to wear makeup for the picture."

Astrid smiled, "At least I'm not in trouble."

"Not at all," Hiccup laughed. "Maybe with Spitelout, but it's more because Snotlout let a girl hit him."

Hiccup and Astrid meandered downstairs where the breakfast was set. Snotlout held a bag of ice over his nose, Spitelout looked like he'd stepped in something smelly, and Mrs. Jorgenson looked like she had just survived a wind storm. Her hair was blown back in a wild mane, at least three shades too dark for her brows, and eyeliner thick as a showgirl's. She shot Astrid a glare as they sat down, but ignored her after that, which was fine with Astrid.

Astrid sat on the couch with Toothless as the pictures were taken. The photographer set up the tripod in the living room and snapped away. The entire ordeal took less than thirty minutes. She held her lips tight at the sight of Snotlout's swollen nose, and was glad when they left.

"Ah, could you two do something for me?" Stoick asked as he cleaned up the breakfast.

"Sure, Dad, what is it?"

"I need some of those little hooks to hang lights up from, you know the ones? Why don't you go into town and pick up a few packs?" Stoick motioned toward the garage, "Take the car,"

"Really?" Hiccup raised a brow.

"Sure," Stoick grinned.

Hiccup was handed a set of keys. He cupped his hands and stared at them as if they were made of gold.

"Hm?" Astrid nudged him.

"Right, well, get your coat." he smiled.

A few minutes later, with coats and boots, Hiccup was leading Astrid into the garage.

"What's the car?" Astrid asked. She looked around the garage. There was only the truck that Stoick had picked them up in.

"Oh, it's my dad's second child." Hiccup smiled. He opened a side door and took her outside, to a small shed beside the house. "I think you'll like it,"

"Oh really?"

Hiccup's grin widened. He vanished into the shed and Astrid jogged to keep up with him. Upon entry, she gasped, covering her mouth with her hands. Inside was two-door, shined red, beloved sports car. The walls were lined with tools, bottles, and brushes; someone spent a lot of time in here.

"Wow," Astrid couldn't contain herself.

"I know, he never lets me drive it." Hiccup bit his lip as he opened the driver's door. He slid inside and grasped the steering wheel, looking like a nerd at a convention.

Astrid climbed into the passenger's side, and she understood why Hiccup was excited. The car was more than nice, luxurious even, with leather and spotless shine. They eased out of the shed and started down the slope towards Berk.

"We could keep going, you know," Astrid smiled as the village went by.

"If I took off in this car, my dad would hunt me down." Hiccup didn't laugh.

The snowdrifts made it difficult to park, but Hiccup found a place in a lot, and purposefully parked a little crooked.

"So where are we going?" Astrid asked as they started down the sidewalk.

"Uh, right…hook things. Hofferson's Hardware would be my fist guess." Hiccup said, pointing down the street to the nonassuming building.

"Hofferson Hardware?"

"Yeah, it's…" Hiccup started, stopped, and looked at her with wide eyes. "That's your uncle's store, isn't it? You can meet him!"

"Uh…" Astrid swallowed. "You know, I'm good. You can go in. I'll…just wait outside."

Hiccup's face fell. "What? Why not?"

Astrid stopped walking as the hardware store came closer.

"Astrid?"

"It's just…I never met my uncle, and I don't feel like making a connection. He's practically a stranger to me." Astrid stuffed her hands into her coat pockets. "He and my dad weren't really that close, either."

"But, he's family,"

"Yeah…maybe later, okay?"

Hiccup sighed, "Okay,"
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Hiccup watched Astrid vanished into the organic store across the street and then entered the hardware store. The bell rang with the door and the warm hello echoed from the back. Finn Hofferson soon appeared.

"Afternoon, Hiccup," Finn waved at him. "Anything special you need?"

"Oh, just some hook things for some lights, I got it," Hiccup meandered through the clustered isles and quickly found them, and took two boxes. Finn was waiting at the counter.

"So, Hiccup, I hear you've found yourself a girl," Finn smiled.

"Yeah,"

"Is she nice?"

"Yeah."

"That's good. Where'd you meet?"

"Library. She goes to school there."

"Ah, that's good, too." Finn nodded.

Hiccup was eager to pay and leave. Finn was watching him, like there was something he wanted to know, but didn't have the guts to ask him bluntly. Hiccup accepted his change and quickly made for the exit, but before he reached the door, Finn spoke.

"You're a good boy, Hiccup, and you should watch out for sneaky girls. There are those out there who would take advantage of your good nature." Finn said sternly.

"Thanks for the advice," Hiccup said flatly. He left and quickly jogged across the street to where he had last seen Astrid. She was walking toward the door, bag in hand, smile on her face.

"Hey," Astrid greeted him. "You okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine." Hiccup shrugged. "What did you buy?"

"Oh, I got some of this organic bath oil and organic soap. Sandalwood and vanilla." Astrid's smile faltered. "Are you sure you're okay?"

Hiccup sighed. "I don't understand why every adult in this town acts like their my parents, like they know what's best for me, and they take it upon themselves to tell me,"

"I think it would be nice to have so many people looking out for me," Astrid shrugged. "It's like a giant family."

Hiccup harrumphed. "It sounds nice, but it's annoying as hell."

Astrid laughed and hooked her arm into his as they started back toward the car. They had walked passed the Ingerman's pizza shop, the delicious and warm aromas leaking out onto the street, when the door to the shop opened and a voice called after them, quite eagerly, "Hiccup!"

They both stopped and turned. Standing behind them was a large blonde boy with a smile too small in proportion to his head.

"Fishlegs?" Hiccup greeted him.

So that was Fishlegs, Astrid thought. Somehow, it fit. She could see Hiccup and Fishlegs, the oddballs, the dynamic duo of the village.

"I heard you were back in town, but I haven't gotten the chance to see you!" Fishlegs shook with excitement. "My parents are out of town for the day, want to come over? I've got loads of new games!"

For the first time, Astrid felt out of place, cut out of their conversation. She stood where she had been, uncertain of what to say. Fishlegs's eyes flickered to her, and she saw the similar self-consciousness as he fidgeted.

"Oh, um, you must be…" Fishlegs started.

"Astrid," Astrid said.

"Yes, Fishlegs, this is Astrid, Astrid, this is Fishlegs,"

"So…are you two dating?"

"Yes." Hiccup half-laughed. Fishlegs ogled, but only for a moment, because Hiccup interrupted. "So, your house?"

"Oh, yes, you know, like old times," Fishlegs shrugged.

"Sure, what do you think, Astrid?" Hiccup's face was priceless as he asked. He was happy and hopeful, grinning warming at her, and she couldn't say no to him.

"Sounds like fun,"

Astrid sat in the small backseat of the car as Hiccup drove to Fishlegs's modest home in town. Inside, she lounged on the couch as the two boys played their games, laughing and talking, like two friends should. When she thought about it, she had Hiccup most of the time, where as Fishlegs and Stoick only had these few days. She could share, even if she didn't want to.

The boys played, and Astrid reclined on the couch.

"Is she asleep?" Fishlegs whispered after a while.

"Looks like it."

"Have you had sex yet?"

Astrid smiled to herself. She could almost hear Hiccup's blush in his silence.

"Yeah,"

"You have? What was it like?"

"Uh…it's nice."

Nice? He thought the sex was nice? That was it?

"That's it?" Fishlegs asked.

"I mean…I like it," Hiccup said quickly. "I just…I kind of think she's not telling me things."

"Really? Like what?"

Astrid's heart squeezed.

"It's just kind of weird, like today, I went to the hardware store and Finn told me that I was a good boy and I should watch out for girls that would take advantage of me. What does that mean?"

"I don't know,"

"Finn is Astrid's uncle, I know, small world, but it's true. They've never met and I thought that she'd want to see him, but she didn't. I ask, and she just kind of froze, like she was afraid of him or something,"

"That's weird,"

"I know, but I can't just ask her about it."

"Why not? Isn't that what relationships are for? I mean, you tell each other stuff, you listen to each other, and help each other through problems?"

Hiccup sighed.

"Oh…is it not going that well?"

"It's going fine, I think, I don't really know. It's not like I've got experience to fall back on."

"Right…see, this is just another reason why someone should write a manual for dating girls. Life would be so much easier."

Astrid remained where she was, pretending to be sleep, staring into the back of the couch, her heart in her throat.

X
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Chapter 26: Nothing to Worry About

Hiccup leaned on the kitchen counter and rubbed the stump of his leg. The cold was not being kind today. He spied the thermometer on the windowsill. Eight degrees and dropping. Once the sun went down it would be below zero. Hiccup gave his leg a squeezed and resigned to the medicine cabinet above the microwave. He'd just popped three little blue pills into his mouth when his father came up from the basement.

"I've started a fire in the stove. That'll keep the house warm tonight,"

"It's supposed to be cold?"

"Aye, they were calling for ten below, maybe more,"

Hiccup cringed.

Stoick poured a cup of coffee and sat at the table.

"So, uh, what's the dinner plan?" Hiccup asked.

Stoick laughed, "Have you looked in the fridge? There's enough leftovers to feed us both and Gobber for a month."

Hiccup reached for the handle, pulled it open, and laughed. His father wasn't kidding. Wall to wall Tupperware.

"Oh, never mind," Hiccup shrugged, taking out the topmost container.

"Son?"

"Hm?"

"Where is Astrid?"

"Showering,"

"Ah, I see," Stoick shuffled his hands, "Son, I need to speak with you,"

Hiccup shut the refrigerator door slowly. He knew _that_ tone. Stoick had _that _look on his face, like he'd done something wrong, or something bad was going to happen. He set the leftovers on the counter, "What?"

Stoick cleared his throat, "Son, I was speaking to Finn, and, well…how much do you know about that girl?"

Hiccup swallowed, "Well, she…likes coffee. She doesn't like to wear a lot of make-up because it feels like mud," Stoick's stare intensified, "a-and she's stubborn, but she's sweet on the inside,"

"Son,"

"What? I've only known her like four months. Am I just supposed to all of a sudden known everything there is to know about her?" Hiccup back into the counter. He spoke fast, his face reddened, and his heart was thudding in his chest.

"Son," Stoick said a bit louder, "Finn told me that she was a terrible child, and worse as she got older, fights, drugs, sex, always getting into trouble,"

"Dad," Hiccup put his hands up. Stoick drew in his breath, paused, and Hiccup jumped on the silence, "I don't care,"

"You should care," Stoick hammered, "You're a good kid, Son, and people like that don't change that much between then and now."

"What are you saying? That I should dumper her because she made mistakes?"

Stoick shook his head, "No, Son, that's not-"

"That's exactly what you're saying!" Hiccup grabbed the leftovers.

"Son, you just need to listen," Stoick stood up, "What makes you think she's not like that still? This is serious, I don't want you making a mistake,"

"What mistake?" Hiccup stomped toward the stairs, his leg cringing with every step, "I'm not a kid anymore, I can make my own decisions!"

Stoick said something else, but Hiccup wasn't listening. He was at the top of the stairs, leftovers in hand. He stomped into his room, closed the door, and slumped onto the bed. What the hell was that about? He knew it would be like this. If it wasn't Astrid, it would have been Toothless, if it wasn't Toothless, then it would have been his hair, or his job, or his jeans, or whatever else his dad could nitpick. Nothing was ever good enough.

Hiccup sat up and tucked an old laptop under his arm. It wasn't good for much, but the DVD drive still worked. He carried it and the leftovers from his room and into Astrid's, pushing the door closed him with his left foot. Astrid was still in the shower and Toothless was curled in a black ball at the foot of the bed. Upon Hiccup's entry his head popped up and two green eyes eased open.

"Hey, bud," Hiccup scratched his head.

He set the computer down and pulled the desk away from the wall and scooted it to the end of the bed. He set the computer and leftovers on it. A perfect dinner and a movie.

Gulping down his anxiety, Hiccup started for the bathroom door. He placed a hand on the knob, inhaled, and opened it. The steam hit him, an instant layer of humidity on his skin, but he pushed through it.

"Hello?" Astrid said quickly.

"It's just me," Hiccup said as he closed the door.

"Oh,"

Hiccup sat down on the toilet and brought his face to his hands.

"Um…did you have to do that in here?"

Hiccup laughed, "I'm not doing anything,"

"Oh. Are you okay?"

He sighed. _No, not really. My dad think you're trouble. Or he doesn't want me to be happy. Or both. _

"Hiccup?"

Hiccup wanted to tell her what his dad had said, about what Finn had said, about the picture he found, about the box that won't open, about how Eret had threatened to kill him and throw his body in the river, but when he opened his mouth, no words came out.

"Hiccup?" Astrid slid the door a few inches and poked her head out, yellow hair flattened against her head, water beading down her face, "What's the matter?"

Hiccup sighed, tried to speak, but there was nothing. His throat was closed. She was looking at him, one eye closed as water dripped down.

"Hiccup?" She wiped her face and opened the door further, like she was preparing to step out, "Hiccup? Babe, what's the matter?"

"Nothing," Hiccup said, shaking his head, "It's just…my dad, the family, they're so…nosy."

Astrid blinked at him, her lips parted, "Oh, I'm sorry,"

"You don't have to apologize," Hiccup ran his hands through his hair. Sweat was tickling his scalp, "I-I just wanted to talk to you."

She smiled, "Okay. You know you can talk to me about whatever, right?"

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded, "They just think that my business is somehow everyone else's business, too."

"You're tense, maybe you just need to relax," Astrid smiled, "You know what helps me relax?"

"Hm?"

"A hot shower,"

"That shower is tiny," Hiccup almost laughed.

"It's not _that_ big, but we can squeeze,"

He tilted his head to look at her. She was leaning on the shower wall, hand on the door, and there was no way he could walk away when she looked at him like that. He gave in and piled his clothes with hers.

He'd been right about the shower. There wasn't much room for anything but showering. She stood close to him, her wet skin on his, as she ran her fingers through his hair. She scrubbed shampoo into it while his hands rested on her waist. Her lips came close to his and her hands worked the tension away. How did she even do that? He kissed her more than once, the hot water dripping down their faces, soap leaving white trails as it washed away.

"I love you," the words slipped out of his mouth, off his tongue, as easily the water dripped down his shoulders. They were out there, in the hot air, and as soon as they hit his ears his limbs stiffened, the air thickened, his heart pounded.

Her hands froze and gently drew away from his scalp. He pulled away to see her face, blank, eyes wide and unblinking, mouth parted, her tongue still.

Had he done it wrong? He hadn't meant to say it, but he had, so now what? What did he do? Should he add something else to it? Was that it? What the hell did he do now? She was just standing there, starting at him.

"Hiccup," Astrid's mouth was moving, but the words were barely audible over the water.

He was truly terrified. Her hands dropped to his shoulders. Had he messed up? She blinked and he wasn't sure if it was the water or if her eyes were watering.

"Astrid, I-I,"

She tightened her arms around his shoulders, hugging him tight, her faces tucked into his neck, "I love you, too,"

Was she crying? He made her cry?

"Are you okay?"

"Hm-hm," she hummed into his shoulder.

"Are you sure?"

She laughed, a beautiful sound against the water.

"I'm sure," she pulled away from him, but kept her arms around him, and kissed his cheek. He was sure that her eyes were glistening as she washed his shoulders.

Once they were both clean and rinsed, towel dried, and dressed, Hiccup pulled her toward the bed where the movie had been set up. He pulled the leftovers off, and laughed.

"Air-warmed,"

Astrid laughed.

They shared the food and watched a movie together, curled against each other underneath the quilt. The window was dark and soon Hiccup was pushing yawns back down his throat. Astrid nestled onto his shoulder, so peaceful, so natural, like this was supposed to be.

So what if she was a rotten kid? He hadn't been a prize child either. None of that mattered. This what who he was, who she was, which mattered. This, with her curled alongside him, her body fitting so perfectly into his, was so comfortable. This was where he was meant to be, where she was.
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Hiccup woke up with a pain in his leg. He tried to bring it up to his hand, but something was holding him down. A brief panic eased away as he realized it was Astrid, lying beside him with an arm draped over his torso. She was still sound asleep. Snow was pitter-pattering on the window and the sunlight was dampened by the snow-clouds.

_Oh, that's right, it's Christmas Eve_. Just a couple more days and they'd be out of Berk. Just a couple more days.

Astrid stirred, nuzzling closer to him, before her eyes fluttered open.

"Hey,"

"Good morning," Astrid yawned into his shoulder.

"Is your dad going to be mad that we slept in the same room?"

"It doesn't matter," Hiccup shook his head.

They eventually rose and while Astrid changed, he headed to the bathroom in his room, where his toothbrush was. He was halfway done and had just spit when he looked back up and saw Snotlout in the mirror.

"What?" Hiccup said.

Snotlout sneered, arms crossed, leaning in the bedroom doorway. He meandered in with his casual superiority, "So I guess _you_ had fun last night?"

"What?" Hiccup repeated.

"I overhead your dad telling Gobber that you and your _girlfriend_ slept in the same room last night," Snotlout's sneer widened, and Hiccup knew what he assumed, what his father assumed.

Hiccup shook his head and rinsed.

"So you're not denying it?" Snotlout looked almost excited.

"Would it matter?" Hiccup dropped the brush back into the cup, "No matter what I say you'll taunt me about it for the rest of the day."

"That's why I'm here,"

"Speaking of, why _are_ you here?"

"Breakfast, of course,"

Hiccup groaned. Right, breakfast. For some unknown reason, breakfast become ten times more important during the winter holidays than any other time of year.

"Urg, you're here?" Astrid said from the bedroom doorway, scowl on her face as she saw Snotlout.

"Right where I need to be, babe,"

She curled her fist and Snotlout grew silent. He stomped back down stairs.

"What's with your dad and breakfast?"

Hiccup laughed, "I was just thinking the same thing."

The two of them meandered downstairs, but when they reached the bottom, the kitchen and living went eerily silent. Hiccup paused as all eyes were on him.

"Hello," Hiccup announced. God, they were probably all thinking the same thing. Whatever.

"That smells good," Astrid said behind him. She ignored the stares and walked into the kitchen to where Gobber was frying eggs.

"Ah, I'm glad you think so!" Gobber said warmly, "It's my grandmother's secret recipe."

"She had a secret recipe for eggs?"

"Aye, but between you and me, I've improved it," Gobber winked.

They sat down at the table and the small talk continued. Hiccup was afraid that someone would bring up Finn, which would lead how he and Astrid shared a last name, which would lead into that gray area that he didn't want to go into, and neither did Astrid. But, to his amazement and relief, the conversation stayed away from him and Astrid.

That afternoon the Christmas tree was put up and decorated while they sipped hot chocolate. Stoick told Astrid stories of Christmas when he was young and she eagerly listened and asked questions, much to his delight. In the evening the company returned, this time with gifts and food, of which they ate, while talking. A radio played in the background and carols and songs drifted through the house as gifs were passed and opened.

"It used to be a lot more exciting when the kids were little. Toys and paper everywhere!" Gobber laughed.

The evening wore on with a light snowfall and as Christmas Eve settled into night, the house grew quiet. Stoick kept a fire going and the house smelled like the smoke, warm and welcoming.

"Hey, are you okay?" Astrid asked Hiccup as they climbed the stairs for the night.

"Yeah, yeah, it's just…"

"Is it your leg?"

"Yeah,"

"Do you need anything?"

"No, I'm okay," Hiccup made it to the top, "I took some stuff a little while ago. It should start kicking in soon."

"Is it always like that?"

"No, it's just the cold,"

"Next time we take a vacation we should go somewhere warm,"

"We could go to your hometown," Hiccup said with a smile, but it was not welcomed with one. Astrid's face turned downward and she blinked. Hiccup gulped, "Or, you know, Florida…is also supposed to be warm,"

"It's fine, babe," Astrid nudged him in the side, "You want to stay with me?"

Astrid leaned into her room and Hiccup didn't hesitate. He limped into her room and collapsed onto the bed. Weren't the holidays supposed to be relaxing and fun? They were always so stressful and exhausting. Astrid curled up beside him and ran her hands down his spine. Her talented fingers worked at his muscles, pushing around tension that he didn't know he'd had, and spreading relaxation in it's place. It felt so good, he didn't want to move.

"Are you asleep?"

"Hmm," Hiccup hummed, it was all he could muster himself to say.

"You want to sleep?"

"Hmm,"

Astrid laughed, "Okay,"

She leaned down and kissed his cheek and crawled under the covers beside him, threw them over him, and curled into his side. He lifted on arm and draped it over her. It was cold outside, but it was warm inside, especially beside Astrid.
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"Hey, wake up,"

Hiccup stirred. Astrid was sitting with her legs folded underneath her. Her hands were behind her.

"What?"

"Merry Christmas," she smiled.

"Oh, Merry Christmas,"

"I got you something, but I thought you might want to open this one first, up here," Astrid smiled, and she reached around and held a little box in front of him.

"Are you proposing?" Hiccup smiled, "I'm a size eight,"

"No," Astrid laughed.

Hiccup sat up and scooted toward her, taking the little box in his hands. It wasn't very heavy, "Is it another box of condoms?"

Astrid smiled wider, "No, just open it,"

Hiccup pulled the top off. Inside was a key laying on a cotton cushion.

"A key?"

"It's _your_ key, to _our_ apartment,"

"Really?" Hiccup gapped at her.

"Yeah, I mean, it's your place, too, you need a key,"

"Wow, thank you, Astrid," Hiccup reached for her hand and laced his fingers with hers, pulling her toward him for a kiss.

"I didn't really get you anything that my dad can't see," Hiccup shrugged.

"It's okay," Astrid kissed him again. "Hey, Hiccup?"

"Yeah?"

"Yesterday," Astrid paused and bit her lip, "When you said…"

"I meant it, and I mean it, I love you," Hiccup nodded. She squeezed his hand.

"I love you, too," Astrid leaned in, running her fingers along his jaw, and kissed him, but this one was different than the one before. It was tender and sweet, like a kiss shared with love, to someone loved, by someone loved.

From downstairs, they could hear Stoick humming carols, singing a few words here and there. Bacon was sizzling and wafting upstairs.

"We better go down there before he comes up here," Hiccup sighed, "Because he will."

Astrid laughed and slid off the bed and pulled him after her. They didn't make it to the bottom stair before Stoick boomed, "Merry Christmas! Coffee's on the stove and breakfast is on it's way!"

Gobber joined them, singing and ringing the string of bells around his neck, a small bag of gifts over his shoulder. He set it down beside the tree and breakfast was eaten as the sunlight broke through the snow-clouds. Suddenly, Berk was so bright that it was impossible to look out of the windows, surely from a distance the entire island looked like a sun.

Breakfast was followed by gifts. None were extravagant, but all were accepted graciously. Hiccup pushed one toward Astrid with trembling hands. She smiled at him and squeezed his hand before she opened it. Inside was a necklace, a braided leather strand with a penny-sized yellow pendent.

"I love it," Astrid smiled. She pulled it from the box. The leather wasn't harsh or rough, but soft, and it fit around her neck perfectly, "Did you pick this out yourself?"

"I did," Hiccup nodded. From the stairs, Toothless meowed. Hiccup laughed, "Well, Toothless did help."

"Thank you," Astrid smiled and kissed him on the cheek.

Hiccup blushed. He caught his father's stare, but it was retracted quickly. Gobber winked at him, causing his blush to deepen.

X
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Chapter 27: Nightmares and Hugs

Hiccup carried his suitcase down the stairs and lugged it to the front door. God, was he glad to be going.

"Is that it?" Astrid said, bringing her own suitcase beside his.

"I think so." Hiccup shrugged, looking at the two single suitcases. "I didn't bring that much."

"Me neither."

"Well, make sure you take all of it back," Stoick said from the kitchen. "I don't want to get a call tomorrow because one of your left a toothbrush."

Hiccup and Astrid shared a quick, humored glance. Stoick chugged the last of his coffee and set the cup in the sink.

"Well, I guess that's that," Stoick sighed, motioned to the door. "If we want to eat before your flight we need to get going."

Stoick led the way out to the truck and heaved the luggage into the back.

"Do you want to ride shotgun?" Hiccup asked Astrid, motioned to the front seat.

"No, no, sit with your dad. Me and Toothless will take the back." Astrid opened the backdoor and Toothless hopped inside. He trotted to the middle and curled up. Astrid climbed in after him. She looked back at Hiccup, who looked almost disappointed.

Hiccup climbed into the passenger side as his father climbed into the driver's. their doors slammed and they were off.

By eating, Stoick meant the Ingerman's pizza joint. It was small, crowded, and smelled like burned tomato sauce. Fishlegs brought out the pie, smiled quick, and vanished back into the kitchen. The conversation around the table meandered from this to that, small things, but Astrid was glad to get back into Stoick's truck.

She was sad to see Berk go, Christmas decorations still up, despite the January date. Astrid settled back into the seat as Toothless scooted against her leg. She wasn't looking forward to putting him back into his crate. She'd let Hiccup do that. Toothless curled, nosed her knee, and blinked at her. She and the cat had gotten plenty of bonding time, both being strangers in the Haddock house, however it hadn't made him enjoy the confines of travel any less.

They traveled in silence until the interstate. Stoick cleared his throat, Hiccup's arm twitched, and Toothless scooted closer to Astrid, as if he, too, could feel the thickening in the air. Astrid reached down and rubbed a finger between his ears. He looked up at her with half closed green eyes. Was he looking forward to their apartment as much as she was?

The Haddock house was nice, comfortable, and welcoming, but at the same time, it wasn't any of those. It was in the way Stoick looked at her, the way the townspeople were _too_ nice, too accommodating, too interested in her and Hiccup. She understood what Hiccup meant when he'd called Berk nosy and small. It was. She was looking forward to the city where strangers were everywhere and very willing to ignore her when they passed.

Astrid rubbed Toothless's head while Hiccup stared out his window. Stoick hadn't spoken, although he had glanced to his son several times.

He cleared his throat again, this time following it with words. "Son, it's been good having you home."

"Thanks." Hiccup's voice was quiet, his stare stuck on the passing scenery.

"I, uh, I'm glad that you've made your own decision."

"Okay."

"School is a good choice. I enjoyed it. Make sure to keep your grades up, but have fun too. Watch out for those wild parties. Astrid, keep an eye on him."

"I will."

Astrid saw the gentle flinch in Hiccup's shoulder as if he'd begun to turn toward her and then changed his mind.

"So, uh, computers, huh?" Stoick asked.

Astrid looked between them, wishing she could curl up into the dark corners of the backseat and vanish.

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded.

"What do you plan on doing with it? After school?"

"I don't know."

"Do you, uh, have a idea of where you'd live afterward?"

"Not really."

"I know there's not much work in Berk as far as computers are concerned," Stoick said, thumbing the wheel. "That's more a big city job, I guess."

"I guess."

Astrid bit her lip. She knew what Stoick was thinking. He missed Hiccup, even if he wasn't saying it directly. Did Hiccup understand that? Stoick didn't want his only son halfway across the country, or farther, for the rest of his life.

Stoick was quiet for another moment, and then his eyes flashed into the rearview mirror. "Astrid, what about you?"

"I don't know, either," Astrid shrugged. "English is a fluid degree. It's kind of like the general degree."

Stoick nodded, but said something. Astrid inhaled at the glare that flashed in his eyes before he looked away, back to the road. They drove another mile before Stoick turn on the radio, drowning the rest of the ride. When the airport came into view at long last, Astrid knew she was not the only one grateful. They parked, the engine went quiet, and three doors opened. Stoick reached into the back and a suitcase in each hand.

Hiccup cooed an unhappy Toothless into the pet carrier. "Oh, come on Bud, I know it's not great. But it's the only way you can fly. You don't want to stay here, do you?"

_Meow_.

"I'm sorry, Bud," Hiccup whispered. The door closed.

_Meow_.

"I can get one of those, Stoick," Astrid said, holding her hand out.

Stoick set hers down. Astrid yanked it off the ground. They marched into the airport, Hiccup trying to calm a very agitated Toothless.

"Hey, I'm going to go to the bathroom before we go." Hiccup set Toothless's carrier down carefully and trotted off to the bathroom. His back vanished around the tile-covered corner.

Stoick spoke up, his voice urgent, "Astrid, how do you feel about my son?"

"What? I-I, uh, um," Astrid stuttered, but Stoick didn't give her a chance to speak.

"Hiccup is a good boy, honest, a bit boar headed, but he's a good boy." Stoick loomed over her, a mountain of intimidation.

"I know," Astrid said.

"Do you?" Stoick shook his head. "I don't know what game you're playing at, but you leave my boy out of it."

"Excuse me?" Her hand squeezed on her suitcase.

"You heard me. I won't let a hussy like you take advantage of my son." Stoick pointed a thick finger at her, his mouth open, inhale ready to be returned with sharp words, but then his eyes shifted over her shoulder and he resumed his previous stance. Astrid was about to speak up when Hiccup rejoined them, wiping his still wet hands on his jeans.

"What?" Hiccup asked, looking between the two of them.

"Nothing," Astrid shrugged. "I-I'll go on through security. I'll see you on the other side."

Hiccup nodded, and she left, not bothering to look behind her. Astrid didn't see Hiccup again until he plopped down next to her on the plane.

"How did Toothless take it?"

Hiccup groaned. "He did not like it. He was sitting there on that cart with the other pets, looking at me, with these wide eyes, like I was abandoning him. It was so…sad."

Astrid smiled. "I'm glad we're headed back."

"Me too, god, the holiday was so long." Hiccup rubbed his face. "Why does my dad feel the need to remind me of every failure?"

"He just wants to make sure you're happy," Astrid said. "And well taken care of. You know, every parent wants their children to grow up to be successful and happy."

Hiccup sighed.

He brought his hand up to his forehead and closed his eyes. Astrid leaned in and pecked him on the cheek. His hand didn't move, but a small smile eased onto his lips.
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Astrid trailed behind Hiccup as they trudged their luggage and themselves off the plane, into the cab, and up to the apartment. He reached the door first and pulled out his keys. She yawned and followed him into the dark living room.

"You alright?"

"Hm? Oh, I'm just tired."

"Yeah, you didn't sleep very well on the plane." Hiccup shrugged, pulling off his shoes.

Astrid shrugged.

"You kept tossing and turning and you kind of whimpered a couple times."

Astrid crossed her arms. "Must have been the altitude."

"Right."

Astrid kicked off her shoes and stalked into the bedroom. She collapsed onto the bed and exhaled into the covers. Her own bed. She'd missed the smell. This side of the bed smelled like Hiccup.

"Hey," Hiccup said quietly as he sat down beside her.

Astrid spoke, but the covers mumbled her words.

"What?"

"I don't think your dad likes me,"

"He doesn't like me either."

She sighed.

"It's just kind of how it is, you know?" Hiccup ran a hand down her back, along the soft skin under the hem.

Astrid sat up, his hand sliding as she moved. "I love you. I do, really."

"I believe you," Hiccup said. "Is something wrong?"

She opened her mouth, but closed it.

"Astrid?"

"It's nothing,"

"Astrid, you can tell me." Hiccup's hand moved up her stomach. He looked up at her, waiting for her objection, slowly inching his fingers higher.

She shook her head at him, smiling. She pushed his hand up to her breast, crashing her mouth into his. He pulled her shirt over her head and yanked the bra from her shoulders, roughly pulling the hook apart. His hands grasped at her, his mouth left hot kisses down her neck. She laughed when he nipped at her ear.

"Astrid," Hiccup breathed, his hands sliding down her sides.

"Hm?"

"I'm thirsty." He spoke to her stomach. He kissed her hipbone as he pulled on her pants.

"Hiccup, you don't have to,"

"I want to,"

She didn't object. He pulled her knees apart, kissed the inside of her thigh, down to her center. He stuck his tongue inside and she twitched, arching her back, gasping.

"Hiccup," Astrid gasped. "Hiccup, stop."

"What? Am I doing it wrong?"

"No,"

Hiccup shrugged, "What?"

"I want you." She tugged on his hair. "All of you."

Hiccup kissed her thigh, unbuttoned his jeans, and climbed onto the bed. He poised himself over her, but hesitated.

"What?" Astrid asked.

"You look sad. Are you okay?"

"Yeah, just come on."

"No, Astrid, what's bothering you?"

"It's nothing,"

"Is it something I did?"

"No, you're perfect,"

"Then talk to me."

Astrid sucked in her breath. "Okay. Hiccup, we need to talk about something."

Hiccup retreated from the bed, standing up. "Okay."

Astrid swallowed. She hugged herself as she spoke, "Hiccup,"

"What's wrong?" He reached out to her, but she flinched away.

"I'm a prostitute."

"What?"

"I-I sleep with men for money, and…a girl, once."

"What the fuck is wrong with you?"

"No, Hiccup, listen,"

"I'm not listening to anything you have to say! Get away from me, whore! You're disgusting!"

"Where are you going?"

"I'm leaving."

"No, no, please, Hiccup, don't leave-"

"I'm not staying here with you. Don't touch me, whore!"

_Smack_. Astrid fell back to the floor. Hiccup stood by the door, glaring down on her, hate fixated. His leather bag was over his shoulder and his coat was buttoned. She reached out to him, but the room grew inexplicably long. She tried to call out to him, to make him stay, to beg him to stay, to cling to him.

"You're disgusting, you whore."

She tried to cover herself, but anything she touched shrunk impossibly, the blanket, her clothes, even her arms felt too small.

"Astrid? Astrid!"

Astrid jumped. Everything was dark, someone was holding onto her arms, and her face was wet.

"Astrid? Wake up." Hiccup's voice was hoarse.

"Hiccup? What happened?"

His grip on her arms loosened. "You were crying in your sleep."

"Oh,"

"Are you okay?" Hiccup scooted closer.

"Yeah, yeah, it must have been the airplane food. What time is it?"

"You didn't eat on the plane. Astrid, talk to me. What's bothering you?" Hiccup's hand grazed her arm.

"No, I'm okay, it was just a silly bad dream."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes." Astrid leaned into his touch. "I-I'll tell you about it later."

"Okay." Hiccup's lips brushed her cheek. "Goodnight."

"Goodnight, I love you."

"I love you, too."

Astrid lied back into the bed and Hiccup followed, and he soon began to lightly snore. Astrid kept her eyes on the dark wall, unable to return to sleep, and unsure if she wanted to.
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Stoick was sitting on the couch, shoebox beside him, photographs scattered across the coffee table, Hiccup's youthful faces smiling at him from every inch of it. He'd always been the oddball, but he's always been happy.

"Stoick?" Gobber asked.

"Gobber?" Stoick started.

"The door was open, and I knocked, and rang the bell."

"Oh, I didn't hear you." Stoick turned back to the photos.

"Ah, having trouble letting the bird fly away from the nest?" Gobber hung his coat on the hook.

"No," Stoick said. "He's a grown man. I know that. I just don't want him making the same mistakes I've made."

"You don't want him turning out like you?" Gobber chuckled.

"Not if I can help it." Stoick rubbed his face. "Gobber, what am I supposed to do about him? Just let him run off with that woman?"

"Do you think that would stop him?"

"No."

"Of course not, you didn't listen to your father so why should your son listen to you?" Gobber shrugged. "It's the inevitable cycle of life, Stoick. You give a man a pretty face and he's jelly."

Stoick sighed. "I can't just stand back and watch him make my mistakes."

"You don't have a choice, Stoick, unless you want to lock him up in the basement. He's a boy, and boys chase girls like fat kids chase food. They know it's bad for them, but they just can't keep their teeth out. And then the next thing you know, heart disease."

"What?" Stoick glanced over his shoulder.

"I don't know," Gobber shrugged. "I haven't eaten this morning."

Stoick groaned and began to pick the photographs up and place them gingerly back into the box. He uncovered a larger one, a family picture, one of the few that he had. It was the three of them when Hiccup was still in diapers. He was smiling from his mother's arm.

They had the same smile.

Stoick groaned and let the picture fall back down into the box.

X
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Chapter 28: Tell me more?

Hiccup was beyond glad to return to the apartment. Their apartment. He used his key to unlock the door and pushed it in with his knee. Toothless gave a desperate meow as Hiccup set the carrier on the floor. It seemed, that Hiccup wasn't the only one to be glad they weren't on Berk anymore. Toothless was pawing at the carrier's lock. Hiccup pushed it up and open, and the black cat eagerly limped across the kitchen and into the living room, where he leapt to his favorite perch at the window.

Astrid kicked the door closed behind her with a heavy sigh. She lugged her suitcase and set it beside Hiccup's.

"Why was the flight back so much worse than the first one?" Astrid complained as she pulled open the fridge. "Oh, that needs to go." She tossed what looked like leftovers into the trash.

"Uh, Astrid?" Hiccup twisted his hands together.

"Hm?" Astrid hummed as she dug through the cabinets. She paused when no answer came and glanced over her shoulder at him. "What is it?"

Hiccup tried to speak, but his words caught in his throat.

"Hiccup?"

"I-I, uh…thanks for going with me."

She turned to look at him. "Are you okay?"

He shrugged. "It's just, I was dreading it. With you being there, it wasn't that bad. I, uh, I like having you around. It makes things better."

She smiled, took a step toward him, and hooked her hands onto his arms. "I'm glad you feel that way. Because I feel the same about you."

She was still smiling when she pressed her lips against his. He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight. He never thought that he'd actually feel this way. Like…magic, like free floating light, it was…indescribable.

"Are you hungry?" Astrid asked in his ear.

"I'm starved."

"Chinese?"

"Sounds great."

X

The rest of the holidays flew by and soon the campus was rearing up for the start of another semester, despite the furious snow storm that pelted the region. A fresh few inches had fallen during the night, giving the snowplows overtime and a half. Hiccup was in the warm comfort of the indoors, looking down at his course schedule. It was odd how a simple piece of paper could be so intimidating.

"You'll be fine, babe." Astrid was saying as she made the morning coffee.

She was still in her pajamas, just a t-shirt and her underwear. It was hard not to stare at her long legs, the curve of her butt, the hem of lacey panties that vanished underneath the wrinkled shirt.

He didn't look away in time. She caught him staring.

"What?" She laughed.

"N-nothing."

"Mm-hm."

Hiccup was looking down at this schedule when it was pulled from his grasp. Blinking, he looked up just as Astrid joined him on the couch, straddling his hips. She pressed her lips to his and he wasted no time in sliding his hands up her back, beneath the shirt, urging it upward.

She was pulling her shirt over her head when he spoke, "Were you nervous when you started school?"

"Yeah, more or less."

He lined her collarbone with quick kisses, roaming her warm skin with his eager hands.

"College is a lot more relaxed than high school, all the fun of school without the drag of the drop-outs, you know? There's not time to make fun of people or goof off in class. The people here are paying to be here, so they're taking it seriously." Astrid ran her hands through his hair. "It's not, _oh_…"

He fastened his teeth onto her breast, gently biting, using his tongue as a buffer. He wasn't sure what he was doing, but by the moans that interrupted her, it was good.

"Do that again," Astrid pleaded, breathlessly.

He repeated to the best of his knowledge. Similar moans escaped her throat, her fists tightened in his hair, her legs squeezed his waist. He leg go, and she swiftly adjusted, pushing him down to the couch and pulling at the button of his pants. He reached down to assist, and at the freeing, she pushed his shirt up his stomach, dragging her nails along his skin.

There was an eagerness that he hadn't experienced before. Her touched was desperate, forceful, needy. She pushed his shirt over his head and it fell to the floor with a plop. He wasn't complaining, forceful Astrid was an incredible turn-on. It lit a fire in his gut that stirred and bubbled and spilled into the rest of him. His fingertips were pushing underneath her underwear when she stood up and yanked his pants off of his legs, pulling his boxes along. Her nails scrapped the side of his thighs, but he didn't mind.

She was on him, teeth, skin, and nails, kisses needy and hard. He kissed her back, hand roughly in her hair, the other firmly attached to her smooth waist. Her knee scooted along his thigh, but something happened. Somehow, the couch was not where it had been, and they went rolling with an unceremoniously thump to the floor.

Hiccup landed hard on his shoulder and the air was knocked out of him. He straightened his arm out with a grunt. Astrid collided with the coffee table, moaning as she sat up, giving it the evil eye. Toothless meowed indignantly, almost a cat-laugh.

"You okay?" Hiccup asked. "What a mood killer."

"I don't know what you're talking about." Astrid pushed the coffee table aside.

Hiccup barely had time to readjust himself before she was on top of him, pushing him back to the floor. Her kisses were insistent, but not as needy as before. The raw passion had been replaced with simple passion. Hiccup fought for the dominate role, and Astrid eventually gave in.

Her nails dug into his back. Her hair splayed out around her head like a halo, bathed in the snowy light from outside. She gasped with each thrust, tightening her grip on his shoulder blades. Sweat glistened along her forehead, and he could feel it along his back an chest. She screamed at the exulting finish, and he came not long after, and fell into her arms.

In was in her arms he would stay until he was forced to leave.

"Are you cold?" Astrid asked after a while.

"A little," Hiccup said. Admittedly, the room had gotten a bit chilly. The sweat prickled along his skin. "But you're warm."

"We can be warm under a blanket, too, or in the shower." Astrid sat up, forcing Hiccup up with her. He remained as entangled as he could be with her.

"Yeah, I guess," Hiccup sighed. He hadn't showered since he'd gotten back, and neither had she. They were both due.

They clamored into the shower and waited for the steam to heat up the room, which took longer, it seemed. Their sexual thirst quenched, the shower was a flurry of soap suds and butterfly kisses. Hiccup relished each one. As he rinsed the soap from his hair, he became aware of a distant pounding in his head. He pulled his head from the water and realized that it was not in his head at all, but outside the bathroom. Someone was at the front door.

"Who's that?"

"I don't know," Astrid mumbled, rubbing the girl-smelling conditioner in her hair. "They'll leave eventually."

They did not leave eventually. Wrapped in a towel, Hiccup watched as Astrid begrudgingly dressed quickly to answer to refusing guest.

She threw the door open, "What? Oh, it's you. Hiccup, this is the landlord."

Standing in the doorway was a harried-looking woman of maybe sixty. A white scarf wrapped her neck and she looked as though someone had just run over her toes.

"Hi," Hiccup waved awkwardly, very much aware that he was wearing only a towel. Blush surged into his cheeks.

The woman gave a rough cough of a chuckle. "Don't be embarrassed, I've had five husbands and raised three sons. I _know_ what it looks like."

His blush deepened.

"Do you need something?" Astrid asked. There was a commotion in the hallway. A few people were filing down the hall, armed with backpacks and suitcases.

"The boiler's buster. I've got some discounted motel rooms until it's fixed."

"Which motel?"

"The Riverside View Motel,"

Hiccup started to say something, but Astrid cut him off.

"No thanks, we're good here."

The landlord raised a brow, shook her head, and said, "Fine, suit yourself. But I told you, so you can't sue if you freeze to death."

Astrid shut the door.

"The boiler's broken?"

"It happens. It was out for like an hour last year. Honestly, you'd think they'd just upgrade and get a new heating system." Astrid huffed as she went to the stove. The coffee was long done. "Besides, the heat goes out, but the electricity stays on. We'll be fine."

Hiccup blinked at her. "But, I saw the forecast. It's supposed to get down to like ten below tonight."

"I've got a space heater. We can put it in the bedroom and shut the door. We'll be fine. Besides, the Riverside View is in the ghetto. Someone gets rapped or shot there like every other week. Unless you've got a serious craving for crack, we're staying here."

"Okay," Hiccup nodded. He could feel the outside chill slinking in.
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Astrid pulled a square space heater out of the closet and set it up in the bedroom. In a few minutes, the chill was lessened. The same couldn't be said for the rest of the apartment, which had sunk to a dismal winter chill. Snow caked on the windows and blotted out of the fading daylight. By the time the sun was gone, the temperate was in the negative.

Hiccup lounged in the bed and pulled the blanket over his legs. Astrid had pulled an extra couple of blankets out, and in the bedroom just his hoodie was passable. Astrid turned off the overhead light and tiptoed to the bed. The space heater's tiny orange light gave off a ghastly glow as her shadow passed in front of it. At the bedside, she pulled her jacket off and tossed it to the floor. She nestled up beside him.

"Night, babe," Astrid said into the pillow.

"Night," Hiccup said. He swallowed. The hum of the heater and the warmth were both soothing, but the dark outline of the wardrobe mocked him. He gripped her shoulder.

"Hiccup?"

"I need to tell you something."

Astrid shifted, turning toward him most likely, because when she spoke her voice was clearer. "What is it?"

He swallowed hard. "When we were in Berk, some things happened."

"What?" Astrid asked, the concern overpowering the sleeplessness.

"It's…a number of things, really." Hiccup looked away from her, even though he couldn't see her. "My dad sent me to the hardware store, you know? And while I was in there, Finn said something to me, I didn't think much about it, because it was weird."

"What was it?" Her voice was low.

"That I shouldn't let mean girls take advantage of me, or something." Hiccup paused, but Astrid remained silent. His chest was thumping madly. "B-but after that, my dad confronted me. He asked me what I knew about you, and then he starting spouting all this stuff about things that Finn had told him, about you, and I-I pushed him away, I didn't know what to do, but I started thinking and I-I just…"

"Hiccup," Astrid said so quietly that he almost didn't hear her. There was a quaver in her voice that scared him.

"No, I mean, I didn't believe anything he'd said, but it's just…I was thinking, and," Hiccup was saying when he felt a shaking hand on his arm.

"Hiccup, if I-I tell you something, will you promise not to hate me?"

There was a hitch in his throat. "I couldn't hate you. Why? What happened?"

Astrid's hand squeezed his arm. The dark that gave him a boost of confidence seemed to drain hers.

"Astrid, you can tell me anything. I promise, there's no way I could hate you." He put his hand over hers.

"I've made mistakes, a lot of them." Astrid started, her voice quiet, sullen, and a bit afraid. "I never listened to my parents. I-I stayed out too late, hung out with the wrong crowd, got arrested, plays with drugs, drank, slept around…" She swallowed. "My record is a mess. Property damaged, vandalism, loitering, trespassing, normal teenage stuff, right?"

"I guess so." Hiccup bit his lip. So far, the worst thing she had said had been that she'd slept around, which he already knew. Why had it stung? "That doesn't sound that bad. The way they talked, it sounded so…bad."

"I know," Astrid said, almost a whisper. "But, I did get kicked out of three prep schools, almost four, but I graduated just in time. No time to process the forms, you know?" She laughed, but it was hallow. "But then, after my parents died, I had to grow up. I refused to come crying to some relative I barely knew on the other side of the country. I refused to fall and give in. So…I started working at this ritzy club, owned by a good friend of my dad's."

"Alvin?"

"Yeah, he owns a whole string, including the Rachel's chain. He really helped me out. If it hadn't been for him I would have been on the streets, or dead, or something worse. But he gave me a job and I was able to support myself. I got a scholarship here and I took it."

Hiccup swallowed, "What kind of a job?"

He heard the hitch in her voice. "Did they tell you that, too?"

"Kind of, it could have been a derogatory jab, though."

"I was a stripper." Her tone was flat. "I well paid, stripper, I add."

"You should be. I've seen you in your underwear." Hiccup tried to be humorous, but it fell flat on his ears. "I mean, I could see how you could make enough money to pay the bills."

Astrid's laugh was low and hollow.

It pinged at his chest, a needle poking at his heart, but never quite penetrating the surface. "Astrid, how are you paying the bills now?"

The silence that followed stuck into his heart, the needle going all the way through, and expanding.

"Astrid?"

"Rachel's is first and foremost a restaurant," Astrid said promptly, like a rehearsed line. A small gasp escaped her throat. "But yes, I occasionally add to my wages … by stripping."

"I thought you were a waitress?"

"Yeah, but introducing yourself as a stripping waitress isn't exactly a friend-maker. If I would have told you that I was a stripper when we first met, would you have still liked me?"

Hiccup hesitated. He'd like to sat that he would have, but he wasn't sure.

"See?" Astrid said in his hesitation. He didn't miss the depression in her tone.

"Is that how you paid for that car?"

"Yeah." Her answer came after a pause. "But, it's not like I want to do this forever. But, I make too good of money for the hours I put in, I couldn't find that kind of money anywhere else. When I'm done with school I want a real job, a legit job, one that I'm not ashamed of."

Hiccup felt her body shake, he heard the sob that pushed up her throat. He reached out to her as it began to spill forth.

"I wasn't a good person, I know that. I made bad choices. But I got over them, I'm not that person anymore. I moved halfway across the country to get away from that person, and leave all the negative shit behind. I was a drunk, sleazy whore and I couldn't do anything else. No one would let me be anything else."

Her words were nearing unintelligibility. Sobs shook her entire frame. Hiccup reached out to her and pulled her into his arms. Her tears soaked into his shoulder. Her fists captured the back of his shirt.

"You're not any of that, Astrid." Hiccup kissed the top of her head. "You're beautiful, brave, fearless, amazing, and thoughtful." If not outspoken, reckless, and a bit insane. But he kept those to himself.

Her fists clenched his shirt tighter. She mumbled against him, "I love you."

Hiccup kissed her temple. He loved her, he was pretty sure, but right now something else was pinging inside of him. Doubt?

X
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Chapter 29: Dude!

"American History. It doesn't sound bad," Hiccup shrugged. "But I've said that before."

"Oh, it's just a gen-ed class. It'll be fine. Besides, you'll get to meet all kinds of new people from all over campus," Astrid reassured him for the third time that morning. Absent-mindedly, she straightened a wrinkle on his shirt.

"I know, I'm just nervous." Hiccup took a step back, leaving her hand frozen in mid-air. "I'll be fine tonight."

"That's a good attitude."

"I try." Hiccup shrugged.

The clock on the wall read seven thirty. He had half an hour to get to his first college class. Astrid had managed to work her schedule as to not have classes on Mondays, and she stood by the counter, coffee going cold in her hand, still in her pajamas. She'd slept with her hair in a braid and several hairs had sprung loss during the night.

"What do you want to do for lunch?" Astrid asked, staring down at the cup.

"I don't know," Hiccup answered. "Surprise me."

She nodded, stifling a yawn.

Hiccup readjusted the backpack on his shoulders. It felt…heavy. It felt like high school again, lugging around his too-big pack on his tiny self, earning him the short lived nickname _turtle_. That tidbit, Astrid would never know. Hiccup had almost forgotten himself, until he strapped the new backpack to his shoulders.

"Are you sure you don't want me to drive you?"

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded. "I think I can handle it."

"Okay." Astrid bit her bottom lip.

"I, uh, better go," Hiccup said, shifting between one foot and the other.

"Right," Astrid nodded. "So I will see you later, then?"

"Yeah, since I kind of have to come back here," Hiccup said with a quick shrug on his shoulders, however the words had left his lips with a tone he hadn't anticipated, and had an undesirable effect. Astrid's sharp blue eyes shot to his face, her lips parted slightly, words frozen on her face, unreadable. Hiccup quickly added, "You know, I live here and all."

"Right, right," Astrid nodded, looking back down at the counter.

Hiccup took his first step around her to the door. Her hand reached out to his arm, gripping his coat sleeve tightly.

"Hiccup," Astrid paused. Her fingers flinched. "Bye. I love you."

Hiccup chocked on the return words. He turned, one hand on the door knob. Her hand fell from his sleeve and hung limply at her side. "I'll see you."

Hiccup closed the apartment door behind him with and a heavy weight lifted from his shoulders. Before he was to the elevator, he heaved a great sigh. He felt for her car keys in his pocket. A light snow had started to fall that morning, but it wasn't sticking. Panic and stress trembled through his veins as he drove through the buzzing college campus, lazily dressed young adults were strung all over it. He parked and started his trek toward the history building.

Inside, it smelled like dust and old books, and it somehow fit. He found his classroom with an ease he didn't expect. The night before he'd had a nightmare that he lost his way and spent the entire day trapped in a never-ending building with upside-down staircases and doors on the floor. Feeling better about it, Hiccup choose a seat toward the back, to the side.

There weren't many people in the room yet, but there was still ten minutes until class started. Hiccup tapped his pencil on his notebook as the room started to fill. He was looking down when the seat beside him was taken, so suddenly that Hiccup jumped and almost dropped his pencil. He grabbed it at the last moment before it tumbled into the floor.

_Smooth, Hiccup, real smooth_.

"Hey," said the blonde boy who'd sat beside him.

"Hi," Hiccup said cautiously.

The boy wasn't a boy, Hiccup's age at least, with dirty blonde hair in a dozen waist-length dread locks that were flattened out by a old, stained sock hat supporting the St. Louis Blues.

"I don't know you, do you?" he said.

"Uh, no, I don't think so." Hiccup inched back. This boy didn't look unfriendly, quite the opposite, but he seemed…unhinged. Or high, or perhaps both.

"I've been in most parts of this government fortress but I don't remember you," he said with a hand perched on his chin. He looked at Hiccup as if looking through low glasses, scientifically, but in a sudden motion his face completely changed into the friendly boy. He stuck out his hand. "They call me Tuff. It's short for Tuffnut, which is also a nickname."

"Right, Tuff." Hiccup shook his hand. "I'm Hiccup, also a nickname."

"Dude! You have a nickname _too_?" Tuff said with a hand on either side of his cheek. "What are the chances?"

"Pretty high, actually," Hiccup shrugged.

Tuffnut was thankfully silenced by the entrance of a hurried, middle-aged man with too little hair on his head and a busy mustache.

"Good morning, good morning," the professor said while looking at his unorganized, crumpled notes splattered across the desktop.
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Astrid stood frozen at the counter. Her hand trembled around the coffee cup. She took a sip. Cold.

"Shit," Astrid spat. She stomped to the microwave and set the cup hard on the glass plate. Hiccup didn't say it back. He didn't say it back.

The microwave beeped and she opened the door hard enough to shake the entire machine. She reached inside, grasped the cup, but the too-hot ceramic seared against her skin and she dropped it with a gasp. The red mug shattered on the floor, brown coffee splattered on the cabinets, the floor, and her legs.

"Shit." Astrid leaned to the sink and ran cold water over her hand.

What a mess. The coffee might stain if she didn't get it up fast. The mug's pieces went into the trash and she mopped twice. She left the mop leaning against the counter and half-collapsed onto the couch, hands on her face.

He hadn't said it back. Why didn't he say it back? She reached for her phone. Heather would know. If not, she would have something to tell her.

_ U up?_

Astrid tapped her toe, waiting. Finally, the screen lit up and dinged.

_Yeah, it's early - what's up?_

_ I told Hiccup I loved him last night, but he didn't say it back. He did it again this morning. _

_ You told him you loved him this morning?_

_ Yeah, but he didn't say it back. What does that mean?_

Astrid bit her lip.

_Maybe he wasn't ready. _

_ But he's said it before. He said it first when we were at his house. _

_ So…he said he loved you, but when you told him you loved him, he said nothing?_

_ Yeah, basically. _

_ ? That doesn't make sense. Maybe it's a boy thing._

_ Maybe._

_ Did you say something to make him mad?_

Her chest shuttered, pushing out a horrible sounding gasp. She grit her teeth and forced the sob back down.

_I told him that I was a stripper._

_ Why? You're not a stripper._

_ I know. But his father snooped, I guess, and told Hiccup that I was._

_ But, Astrid, you're NOT A STRIPPER_

_ I know. But stripper sounded a lot better than prostitute. _

_ Astrid, dear, you told him you entertain other men for money. It would make any boyfriend uneasy._

_ What do I do?_

The phone was silent for a while. When the screen did lit up, her heart thumped.

_Everyone is different, but give him some time. He's in shock. _

Astrid wanted to ask her if Hiccup would leave her because of this, but she wouldn't form the words in her mind, let along on the screen. Her thumb lingered over the keyboard, but she pulled them back.

_Astrid, I don't want to tell you I told you so, because there's no easy way to confess to your boyfriend that he's not the only one._

_ But he is the only one!_

_ To him, no he's not. Boys are possessive. They don't like sharing their girlfriends with other people. What would you do if he told you that he was a male dancer? _

At first, the imagine of Hiccup in a low slung fireman's outfit surface, but then the faces of middle-aged women throwing cash followed, and it made a hollow pit in her stomach.

She typed slowly, _I wouldn't like it. _

_ Of course you wouldn't. _

_ I'd be upset every time he wasn't home. _

_ Exactly. _

Astrid held the phone, waiting for the piece of advice that would string the world back together, like pulling the loose thread on a seam, but the screen remained silent, and in a few moments, went dark. Sighing, Astrid leaned forward to set the phone back on the coffee table. The slick phone hadn't hit the surface before it dinged again. Astrid wrenched it back to her lap with enough force to loose her grip on it, sending it flying into her stomach.

_ Want to work this weekend? _

The text wasn't from Heather. Astrid's heart fell out as she read the sender's name. Alvin. Her thumb hovered over his name, to silence the conversation, to pretend like she hadn't gotten it. A fist ballooned in her stomach.

What should she do? She had car payments to make. She had rent. Car insurance. Gas. Health insurance. She needed a new pair of shoes. Tuition. Books. Student loans. The fist in her stomach moved upward into her throat. She placed a hand over her mouth, sure that she would be sick, but it never came.

She could use the money. But, was it worth it?

Her fingers hesitated over the keyboard. Trembling, she typed. _Yes_.

_OK - C U Saturday. Car will be there at 12._

Her phone slipped from her hands and onto the couch. She clutched her stomach. She ran into the bathroom and collapsed in front of the toilet, prepared for the up-surge, but it never came. She sat back. A cold sweat chilled her skin. She crawled to the shower and started the water. In a daze, she striped and climbed inside. The water steamed, beating down on her face and shoulders.

A sob shook her chest. This was a mistake. She knew it. She _knew _it. Why was she doing it? The money. Right. Why was it always about the money? Was she crying? In the water it was hard to tell. She scrapped her nails along her scalp. Why couldn't she just have told him the truth?

_Because he would've left you_, said a angry little voice in her head. _He doesn't want to date a stripper, that was obvious. He really wouldn't want to date a whore. _

Astrid wiped the tears from her eyes, real or not.

_ He'll leave you if he finds out. _

The sobs shook her viciously.

"I know," Astrid said aloud. "I don't know what to do. I-I…_feel _something for Hiccup that I've never felt before. I don't want him to leave. I'm…afraid of him leaving, of him not being there. But…I can't tell him…he'd leave."

The voice in her head was quiet for a while.

X

Hiccup's lunch was peaceful, for about a minute and a half, until Tuffnut appeared so suddenly at the small table that Hiccup jumped.

"Hey, dude," Tuff said as she sat down with some odd homemade sandwich in his hand, with what looked like five kinds of cheese. The sauce smelled acidic, but Tuff made no grimace as he took a large bite.

"Hi," Hiccup said.

Tuff ate his sandwich and Hiccup ate his overpriced cafeteria salad. Hiccup was a little glad to have class as his excuse to leave, but when Tuff followed him he felt a small unease in his stomach.

"Uh, what are you doing?" Hiccup asked.

"Uh, I'm going to class."

"Where?"

Tuff pointed ahead, to the same building Hiccup was walking toward.

"What class?" Hiccup asked, knowing the odds were slim that they were going to the same room. There must be at least twenty classroom in the building.

"I've got Mythology," Tuff said. "Bogus, I know, but I've been banned from the ceramic class. Teacher doesn't like me. It's a long story."

"Mythology?" Hiccup asked, a tone higher.

"Yeah, what about you?" Tuff asked.

"Mythology."

"Dude! This is great!"

Hiccup did not feel great as Tuff clapped him on the back. Tuff walked with him to Mythology class. This building smelled different, and somehow the same, less dust, more books, and chalk. He glanced into some of the classrooms. The looked old, several with the green chalkboards instead of the white dry erase boards.

Mythology was on the top floor, the fourth floor, at the middle of the hall. They were the first people in the classroom, but Hiccup had not set his backpack down when someone else came into the room, a girl with short curly brown hair. She smiled shyly and sat in the seat in front of Hiccup.

"Hey," Tuffnut leaned forward in his chair, balancing his desk on the front legs.

The girl looked over her shoulder. "Hi."

"I'm Tuff. It's short for Tuffnut. This is my friend, Hiccup."

Her brown eyes glanced at Hiccup. He gave a short wave. "Hi."

"Hi," she gave a slight nod. "You're name is Hiccup?"

"It's a nickname, just like Tuff." Tuffnut interrupted.

"Yes." Hiccup nodded.

"For…?"

"It's a long story." Hiccup shook his head.

She smiled a little awkwardly. "I'm Cara."

"It's nice to meet you." Tuff leaned dangerously forward. He pointed a thumb toward Hiccup and whispered, "Be careful around this guy. I don't trust him."

Cara glanced back at Hiccup.

"I just met him this morning," Hiccup explained.

"Oh, that's nice. I wish I could make friends that easily." Cara gave a quick shrug of her shoulders.

More and more people dribbled into the class, not near as quickly as the History class. The professor, a short dumpy woman, was standing at the podium, five minutes into class, as students still trickled in.

X

Hiccup's first week was more than a little strange. First, Tuffnut kept reappearing. Hiccup thought he'd lost him on Friday when he used a different door into the cafeteria, going to a different food stop, and sitting at a different table on the far side.

"Hey," Hiccup frozen as someone appeared at the table, but he sighed when he saw that it was Cara, from Mythology.

"Oh, hi, I didn't mean to jump. I'm avoiding Tuffnut."

She gave a small laugh. "Aren't you supposed to be friends?"

"I suppose. I don't really know." Hiccup poked his chicken with a plastic fork.

"Can I sit with you?"

"Sure," Hiccup gestured toward the seat opposite him. The table was small, with only two chairs, but he doubted that Tuff would care about the lack of seating.

"So, what do you think of Mythology?"

"It's okay, I guess. We haven't really done anything."

"I know, I took a class with Johnston last semester. She _really_ likes to talk." Cara sipped her soda. "So what year are you?"

"Oh, I uh, this is my first semester. Ever."

"Transfer?"

"No, this is my first college semester."

"Oh?" Cara raised a brow. "Okay, next question, how old are you?"

Hiccup blinked. "Twenty-two."

"Oh, okay, I thought you looked a little old to be a freshman," Cara said with a relieved smile. "I'm twenty, but I switched my major last semester so I've got another two years to go. Yay me."

"Two's better than four," Hiccup shrugged.

"True," Cara pointed at him with her fork. "So, what's your major?"

"It's, uh, computer engineering."

"Oh, mine's programming right now. It might change again. I don't know." Cara swallowed. "I was an anthropology major, but then I realized that I had almost no career options."

"That's quite a shift."

"I know, but I mean, it's the rest of my life I'm talking about, so what's a couple years versus the next fifty?"

"That is very true." It was quite a refreshing view of things.

The rest of lunch went by without incident, without Tuff, until Hiccup was walking into Mythology class. He appeared suddenly, as if from the trash can in the corner.

"Hey, where were you dude?" Tuff said with dramatic hand-swings.

"Oh you know, here, there, around," Hiccup shrugged. Cara chuckled.

Friday afternoon went by and Hiccup was exhausted. Astrid wasn't home when he collapsed onto the bed. He must have taken a nap, because she appeared in the doorway, arms crossed, her words pushing him out of slumber.

"Rough week?" she asked.

"Oh you know, just a normal, first week of school. Without the being pushed into lockers or having my underwear stolen in the locker room."

"Someone stole your underwear?"

"Yeah, but never my pants. I suspect it was Snotlout. He was never very bright. All he did was carry another's man's underwear with him all day."

Astrid sat down on the edge of the bed. "So…what are you plans for this weekend?"

"I don't know, probably do some homework, sleep, maybe eat something."

"Sounds fun," Astrid said. She shuffled her feet. "I, uh, I'm going to St. Louis this weekend."

Hiccup slowly sat up, maneuvering to see her. She was sitting on the edge, her back to him.

"When do you leave?"

"Tomorrow afternoon," Astrid said quietly. "It's just a Saturday night thing. I'll be back Sunday afternoon."

"Okay." Hiccup bit his lip. "Does that mean that you're _working_ working?"

"…Yeah," Astrid spoke so quietly that Hiccup barely heard her.

Sighing, he scooted toward the edge of the bed and sat beside her. He needed to face this whether he wanted to or not. He _really_ didn't want to.

Astrid was looking down at her hands. She was squeezing them so tightly her fingertips had gone white. Was she nervous? Carefully, Hiccup set his hand over hers.

"Hiccup," Astrid said, her voice strained, raspy.

"Why are you going?"

"Hiccup, I need the money."

"No, you don't, I can ask my dad if-"

"No." Astrid yanked her hand away and stood up. "I'm not taking handouts."

"It won't be a handout,"

"It's charity." Astrid crossed her arms. "I'm not being in someone's debt. I cant take are of myself."

"I didn't say that you couldn't, Astrid," Hiccup said. He could see her fury under her skin, boiling up through the surface. "I just meant, that you didn't have to…do the stuff that you do, if you didn't want to."

Astrid sighed, fury dissipating, the fragments settling into exasperation. She started to pace. "I know. But, you don't understand. I've been in people's debt before and it felt so…trapping, like I could never pay them back. I hate feeling so…dependent. I don't want to rely on other people for my survival. I want to be able to support myself."

"Astrid." Hiccup reached for her, taking her firmly by the arms. "I never said that you couldn't. You can, I know you can. But, what price is that independence?"

Astrid was looking at him, eyes wide, frozen on his face. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. He let go of her.

"Hiccup," Astrid's jaw trembled. "I don't know what else to do."

He nodded. He didn't know what to tell her. "We'll figure it out. Just, let me help."

"I-I already told Alvin I'd work."

"Okay," Hiccup said. "But, I know it might be a lot to ask, but…I'll just come out and say it. I don't like it. I don't like you…stripping. I know I probably sound possessive, or whatever, but I don't like the idea of other men ogling you, you know?"

Astrid shifted on her feet. "I'm sorry, Hiccup. I am. I've never…had a boyfriend for this long before."

Hiccup felt a lump in his throat. "Because of your job?"

"Not really, but for a lot of things," Astrid shrugged. "Like my nagginess or periodical bitchiness, or my bad cooking, or not answering my phone every god damned time, or having friends, or-"

"Astrid?" Hiccup reached for Astrid. "Just how many boyfriends have you had?"

"I guess, several, but none of them lasted very long. I think my longest run was six months. That one ended in a fiery heap of shit."

Hiccup swallowed and took a step back. This conversation had gone somewhere else entirely. He wasn't even sure what his goal had been in the first place. He shuffled a bit and sat back down on the bed.

"Look, Astrid, I-I think you're great," Hiccup said, fighting that lump in his throat. "I don't think you're any of that stuff you said, but I don't like that you…use your body to make money. It feels…wrong to me."

Astrid crossed her arms.

"I don't like that you do it," Hiccup said. "I want you to stop."

Astrid's face was hard. She bit her lip, and eventually nodded. "Okay."

"Okay you'll stop?"

She was looking at her shoes. "Yeah, I'll stop stripping."

X
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Chapter 30: Intermission

_Clank_.

There was the morning alarm, right on time. From his secluded nest under the couch, Toothless opened one eye. The yellow haired female was at the other side of the room, just like she was every morning, with that metal thing that made the entire house smell.

Toothless stretched out of his ball, but did not leave the sanctum of the under-couch. It was safe here. Safe from feet and accidental kicks. Why were these humans so clumsy after sleep? If they were still tired, they should sleep more. It didn't make any sense to Toothless.

Toothless had spent a lot of time under the couch lately. The air in the house was thick and he didn't like it. It wasn't like the first night he had spent with these two humans, not at all. It had been joyous, warm, and exciting. There were so many new things to play with, to see, to touch, to smell. His new master was much better than the last one, his mate was too, even though she was mean sometimes.

But something changed. Toothless wasn't sure when, or how even, but it wasn't the same today as it had been. Each day was a little worse.

At a sound from the other room, Toothless's ears perk and his eyes widen, waiting for the something to make itself known. Odds are, it is Hiccup, but Toothless wasn't sure. It _could_ be something else. Toothless tensed as a shadow limped out of the dark room and quickly became Hiccup in the morning light. Pushing his hair out of his face, Hiccup groggily making his way across the room. He went into the same little room and closed the door, just like every morning.

Hiccup came back and sat on the couch right above Toothless. He was doing _that thing_ again, with that flat thing on his lap, tapping on it with the end of that pointy yellow stick. Cautiously, Toothless crawled out from underneath the couch. Hiccup was sitting back, staring down onto the flat thing as if it held all the answers, tapping that pink-tipped yellow stick on the surface. It was infuriating.

_Meow_. Toothless jumped onto the couch beside him, nosing his hand off the paper.

"Hey, Bud," Hiccup said. His hand dropped the yellow stick and came to Toothless, stroking his head. "Good morning to you, too."

Hiccup had been tapping with the yellow stick a lot. He didn't used to. He used to use the other end of the stick and make scratches all over the paper. Toothless didn't understand what was so fun in making lines. He could do that if he wanted.

"Coffee?" The yellow haired female has brought him a cup, like she does most mornings.

She holds it out to him, he takes it. "Thanks."

The female sits down beside him. They used to sit so close together that there wasn't any room for Toothless. But now, there is more than enough room for him to sit, too.
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Chapter 31: Do You Hear What I Hear?

The fresh-scent taxi interior was a calming shift from the tense apartment. Astrid sat back into the seat as the city whirled by, replaced quickly by the interstate and other racing cars. This cabbie was quiet and listened to his classic rock and let her to her thoughts. She closed her eyes and for a moment, in the secluded shade of her eyelids, everything was perfectly fine in the world. Then she opened them again, and nothing was.

When she was packing that morning, her hands visibly shook. She'd managed to keep them from Hiccup, but that wasn't hard. He'd stayed in the living room, face stuck in his sketchbook or a textbook. She desperately wanted to know what he was thinking. He wouldn't look her in the eye and responded to questions with short, closed-ended answers. He was upset, that much she could tell, but she didn't know how to fix it.

Did he know? She'd told him that she was a stripper. Partly, it was true, but it had been a long while since she'd participated in one of Rachel's scantly back-room performances. What she hadn't told him was about the hotel, about the other men, the few of them there were. Among the other girls she worked with, her number was low, which was not a blow to her pride at all. Some of the girls competed with each other, but Astrid wouldn't partake in that nonsense. She'd rather throw herself off the bridge and into the muddy, unforgiving Mississippi.

She sighed, the stuffy taxi air filled her lungs as the first pit-pat of wet snow hit the windshield. Hiccup had been distant at breakfast.

"Coffee?" Astrid had asked, handing him the cup she'd already made, just the way he liked it, in the Viking mug she'd gotten for him, that she liked to believe he preferred.

"Thanks." Hiccup had taken the mug, but kept his eyes from hers.

Astrid had set down next to him. Toothless was between them, nudging his face into Hiccup's hand, purring, and gazed at Astrid as if he _knew_ she were the problem, as if he _knew_ that it was her fault his master wasn't his normal self. It was eerie and irritating.

The car in front of them slowed, the bright red taillights blared, reflecting off the metallic dream-catcher's beads that hung from the rearview mirror. They switched lanes as the truck pulled off onto the shoulder. The snowfall increased and the view turned gray. She hugged her coat around her, despite the heat blasting through the vents.

St. Louis leered out of the gray snowstorm with all of its lights proudly shining through the dull afternoon, laughing at the weather. The taxi pulled along side the casino, underneath it's pavilion, and Astrid heaved her bag over her shoulder and ducked inside. Even the brief few moments outside had left her cheeks cold. Inside she took just a moment to regain her warmth. She didn't want to be spotted by the concierge or another familiar face. The smell of the café wafted, but she ignored it.

She was sliding her key into the lock when Alvin called her name, booming down the hallway.

"Pigeon,"

"Hi," Astrid turned to say, faking a smile, if there ever was such a thing.

"The weather didn't keep you, I'm glad." Alvin stood proud, arms crossed over his chest.

"Of course not."

"That's good." Alvin nodded. He looked to the floor and then at his shoes, and finally back at her. "Pige, what do you say to a quick dinner before the place opens?"

"Aren't you busy?" Astrid asked as she swung the door to her room open.

"Not enough to not take a moment for you," Alvin grinned.

"Okay," she nodded. The air leaking out from her room was cool. Someone either cranked up the air or turned the unit off all together.

"Good, ten minutes, down stairs."

"Okay, I'll see you in ten." Astrid went inside as he walked back the other way, toward the casino. She tossed her bag onto the bed and marched to the air unit. Sure enough, it was off. She switch it to heat and waited until the air coming out of it was warm enough.

Everything in the room had been cleaned. Her dress was hanging in the closet and her shoes were standing side by side. This time, however, there was a second dress. This one was in dark red, tight and lacey, short, and a decent neckline. Astrid pulled it out of the closet and held it out against herself in front of the mirror. She'd never seen this one before. Was it for another girl? The room service hadn't made that kind of mistake before. Alvin had his own people doing the room service. If they did make that kind of mistake, they didn't get the chance to make them again.

Astrid replaced it and shut the closet doors. She'd ask Alvin when she saw him. She waited out the last of her ten minutes by washing her hands in the bathroom and checking the makeup stash, a waste of time. Then she meandered down to the café where Alvin was already sitting, two coffees on the table. Astrid sat down and he pushed on coffee toward her.

"Shot of espresso, double shot of chocolate." He smiled.

"Thank you," Astrid said, sipping the hot coffee. Why couldn't she make coffee like this?

Astrid took time to order soup, putting off Alvin's stare, and as the waitress left, she felt her heart leap into her throat.

"How are you doing these days?" Alvin asked casually.

"Good."

"Eret tells me you've got a man living with you, is it that boy with the strange name?"

"Hiccup, yes." Astrid looked down at her coffee. The whipped cream was melting.

"How is that going for you?"

"Oh, you know, it is what it is."

"Does that mean it's going alright?"

"Yes, I guess so."

Alvin took a long sip of his coffee and pinched a chunk off of a muffin. He chewed, and the silence tightened a fist on Astrid's throat. When he swallowed, he said, "Your lawyer is back."

The fist squeezed, and she couldn't breath. She coughed and staggered, drowning the fist in coffee and burning it away. "He is?"

"Where do you stand?" Alvin said without confliction.

Astrid tried to form the words, but she couldn't speak. She coughed again, thinking of the last time, of her inability to do _anything_.

"Listen, Pige, you don't have to it if you don't want to," Alvin said lowly.

She shook her head. "I can't pass up that kind of paycheck. I can't-"

"There's not a price that can be put on a piece of mind, or trust." Alvin interrupted, his gravel-filled voice overpowering hers easily. "If you love that boy of yours, then you shouldn't be selling yourself."

Take aback, Astrid blinked at him. She'd never used the world "fatherly" with Alvin before, but he was the closest thing she had. Right now, she might have considered it if her mind had been working.

Alvin sighed and sipped his coffee. "If it's about money, I can help you out if you're in a tight spot."

"No," Astrid said abruptly. "I don't want to rely on _you_ to pay _my_ bills, I can hold my own."

"I know that." Alvin nodded. "But I won't just give you the money. I'll make you earn it. Just not like this. I can pull some odd jobs here and there, give you more hours at the restaurant. Come to think of it, my garage is a mess."

Astrid couldn't help but smile. He was joking about the garage, of course. He had help to make sure his loft was spotless, just like his casino.

Alvin leaned onto the table. "I don't want you to feel like you have to do this. You don't _have _to do anything. There's always a choice."

Astrid inhaled the café fumes and held them in, the sugar and syrup infused air soaked into her lungs, into her being, and in a steamed milk glazy moment, everything was fine again.

"No." Astrid shook her head.

Alvin raised a brow.

"I don't want to do this anymore."

He nodded. "Okay. Decision made. I'll give Eret a call and see if he can't scrounge up some more hours for his favorite waitress."

"Thank you," said Astrid. Then she thought of the red dress in her room. "Alvin, there's a second dress in my room, did-"

"Oh, that's for you. It's…more conservative, if in the case you decided against continuing the job." Alvin tipped his coffee toward her. "I didn't pick it out, Eret did."

She laughed. She doubted Eret could dress a manikin to save his life, but she didn't push Alvin's lie. All she said was "Thank you."

Alvin nodded. The conversation drifted through small talk, about new additions to the Rachel's menu he was considering, and if he should add a stage area to the casino for a live show now and then, with some local bands or a piano bar. After her coffee was gone and her soup bowl was empty, it was time to head back upstairs.

She and Alvin parted ways, for the time being, and she half-skipped up the stairs. Her heart was racing and she voted against the elevator. It was too closed in. She felt incredibly light, as if she could jump and float back down. She hadn't realized what a horrible burden had been laying so heavy across her shoulders. The room wasn't cold anymore and she could stand naked in the bathroom while she ran the shower nice and hot. Once clean and dried, Astrid pulled the red dress out of the closet. The material felt light on her skin and the lace was soft, and not itchy at all. Alvin never settled for cheap knockoffs. It was all about quality to him, which suited Astrid just fine.

It fit surprisingly well, a little loose in the chest, but that was fine. It was a problem she'd learned to live with. She studied her reflection as she pulled her hair into a smooth bun. In this dress, she could be going out to a fancy dinner, getting out of a tinted windowed car, or a limo, a man in a fitted suit on her arm, or going down to a evening play at the Fox. The women there were timeless in their fur coats and pearls, like immortal part of the city, forever arriving and leaving from the theater's lobby, a legacy, an image for little blonde girls in pig tails stuck on the sidewalk to live up to.

Astrid joined Alec at the bar. He was rearranging the bottles by predetermined use.

"Someone's all dressed up," Alec said while switching the gin bottles and arranging them by price, highest in front and lowest in the back.

"I'm glad you noticed. Are you starting to see what boys like in girls?" Astrid smirked.

Alec laughed, and winked. "Oh, I know what boys like, I get to hear about it _all_ night. Oh, by the way, you remember that handsome guy with the red tie? I think you were here that night, right?"

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. She remembered him, he sat at the bar off and on all night, shared a few words with Alec, and didn't like it when Astrid refilled his drink instead.

Alec smiled, a little blush came over his cheeks.

"What?" Astrid only assumed what that meant.

"We've been seeing each other since." Alec bit his lower lip. "He's getting his masters degree in history. He wants to teach at the university. Sigh, I've always had a thing for the smart guys. Especially in those tweed jackets."

"The ones with the elbow patches?"

"Oh my god, yes!"

Astrid laughed, "Me too!"

She was thinking about getting one for Hiccup. At the thought of him, something inside of her chest kicked. She'd text him first thing when she got back to the room. Maybe she'd call him. She missed him.

"Oh, and there was some kind of convention or whatever and there are a lot of weirdoes in town. That's what Kim said."

"Kim?"

"Red tie, my new boyfriend."

Astrid smiled. "Right…I like of like Red Tie better. But Kim's fine too."

Their banter petered out as the casino opened and the first thongs of Saturday night wheels came in. Astrid quickly understood about what he meant by 'weirdoes.' There were the usual people, the regulars, but there was an odd number of people who looked out of place in jeans and t-shirts. Typically, that meant their spending was on the light sight and they paled when they bought a drink, but these guys weren't bashful about the seemingly unlimited cash in their pockets.

"Round of tequila for lounge two," Alec said to Astrid who'd just returned with an empty tray. She set it down and took the one he'd just filled. The glasses were a neon pink, and she didn't have time to ask what the hell he put in that tequila.

Astrid headed toward lounge area two, the bigger of the lounges. The group occupying it was the rich t-shirt and jeans crowd. As long as they paid, it didn't matter if they wore their footed pajamas. Astrid was picturing them such wear when she paused, unknowingly at first, at a voice that drifted over the crowd.

"That's what I said! I thought everyone already knew!" the voice laughed, and the group around him laughed to.

That voice…she knew that voice. It was the voice she'd been half-listening for, but never expected to hear. It was a haunt in the back of her mind and there it was, floating on the air like a poisonous fang, cutting through her like an icy wind. At the sound of it, everything around her shattered, her white-knuckled grip on the tray was the only thing keeping the glasses from it. The liquid in them shook, a few spilled a drop that ran down the sides, but Astrid didn't notice. All she could hear was that voice, now a murmur in the crowd.

She searched the crowd for the source. The faces and t-shirts parted and she saw him, a red-headed, animated man. On his neck was a freakish tattoo that spanned the side of his jaw. That was the same tattoo. It _was_ him.

Astrid swallowed and gripped the tray. _Calm_, she told herself. _Don't let him get to you. Maybe it's not him. _

What were the odds of that?

She hoped, greatly.

She took a step with the tray, to complete her mission, to deliver the pink shots, when the red haired man looked up and his green eyes locked with hers, and she froze again. His grin faded, his eyes sharpened, and he was confused, but then an angry grimace replaced it. He quickly wiped that emotion away, disturbingly easily, like a hand over a dry-erase board.

"Look! Our drinks have arrived!" said he, standing up and opening his muscular arms toward Astrid.

There was a resounding cheer as she stepped up with the tray, feeling his eyes on the back of her head. She set the tray down on the lounge table. As she backed away to go, a few people handed her tips, however the red haired man put his hand up.

"No, no, boys, I've got this." He withdrew a wallet and pulled out several bills, none of which Astrid looked at as she took them.

She nodded a quick thank you and left them to their drinks, feeling his eyes on her retreating back.

Had he recognized her? The way he'd looked at her certainly told her that he had. She returned to the bar, but ducked into the kitchens without a word. She paused by the shelves to catch her speeding heart. She wasn't prepared for this.

Alvin. She needed to tell Alvin. He would know what to do.

She raced to his office and was glad to find him there, looking over a few papers. At the sight of her in his doorway he paused, wide-eyed and suspicious.

"What happened?"

"Alvin, I saw him!" Astrid came inside and closed his door which was usually propped open. This action erased the suspicion from his face and he sat down in his chair.

"Saw who?"

"Him, that guy, I don't know his name, but…I heard him." Astrid was breathless. Alvin put a hand to his chin and she added, "I know that voice, Alvin. I know it's him."

"Who is him?" Alvin asked, calmly, but slightly irritated.

"The man that killed my parents."

All irritation was wiped from Alvin's face. His hand dropped to his desk and his mouth gapped open, as if to speak, but no words came out. At last, he stood up and pointed a finger at her.

"Stay here. I'll lock the door. Open it for no one." Alvin rushed from the office and she heard it lock as it closed.

Astrid did as he told, and in a wild moment of panic, she scanned the office for possible weapons. There wasn't much, a few pens on the desk, sharp if thrust with enough force, a few knickknacks on the shelves, but nothing that looked lethal. Groaning, she put her head in her hands. She shouldn't be thinking like that, but she had thought of ways to kill that murderer a million times, and here she was, as close to him as she'd ever be, and she was hiding in an office. What a coward. She should march out there and crack his skull open with a bottle of booze. She didn't care if anyone saw. That fucker would be dead, or at least hurt.

Alvin returned, signaled by the key in the door, and he shut it behind him. She noted the two men in the hall, big and burly, with pistols hidden under their jackets.

"Here, I brought this for you." Alvin sat a glass on the table. "From my private stash."

Astrid took a sip. If it were any other time she would admire the rich flavor, the smooth sweetness, but right now it was all she could do to lift the glass from the desk and put it back without dropping it.

"Right now, there's little that I can do." Alvin said.

"What?"

Alvin sighed. He leaned forward on the desk. "Your man out there? His name is Dagur. Nicknamed "Dagur the Deranged" and let me tell you, he earned that name. Savage beast of a man."

"You know who he is? Can't you arrest him or something?"

"No. He's off the gird. Probably doesn't even had finger prints. He's a hired killer, Pige. One of the best." Alvin tapped on the desk. "But, I've got my people looking into him. If we're lucky he won't make it out of the casino."

Astrid swallowed. She knew that should make her feel better. Alvin's "people" would look into it, secretly of course, because most of Alvin's doings were illegal, or barely legal. She was satisfied with knowing Dagur's final minutes would be spent in an alley somewhere, or the back of an unmarked van, or in an abandoned basement, bleeding to death and then being lobbed like a dead fish into the river.

It took a long while for Astrid to return to the floor and when she did, she joined Alec at the bar. He made no comment about her prolonged disappearance and accepted her help. She poured the night away and as the casino closed, she looked at lounge area two, gladly empty, but it made her heart thump regardless.

That night, Astrid returned to her hotel room alone. Sitting on the bed, she dialed for Hiccup. She held the phone to her ear, waiting for his soothing voice on the other end, but it never came. Instead, it rang, and rang, and eventually went to his default voicemail. At the beep, he hesitated.

"Hey, Hiccup, it's me. I was calling to see what you were doing." She paused. Maybe it was the tightness in her chest that loosened the worry and words. "I'm sorry. I know that you're not happy with me. I don't like seeing you upset. I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner. I didn't…I didn't want you to not like me." Astrid inhaled. What else was there to say? "I'll see you tomorrow, okay? I love you. Bye."

She hung up. Was he looking at his phone as it rang? Would he even listen to a voicemail? Was he listening to it right now? She dropped her phone onto the bed and went to the bathroom to wash the make-up off her face. After towel-drying, she returned to the bedroom and tried Hiccup again. Still nothing. This time, she didn't leave a voicemail.

She tossed the phone on the bed that seemed too large. She kicked off her heels and reached up to the zipper of her dress.

_Knock. Knock. _

She paused and turned to the door. Her heart hammered, it was unlocked. She took a cautious stepped toward it, silently cursing herself for leaving it unlocked like a fool.

_Knock. Knock. _

"Who is it?" Astrid asked, trying to sound half-asleep.

"Room service," the voice chimed.

Her heart stopped. She reached for the lock just as the door swung open with enough force to knock her back. She tumbled to the floor just as Dagur stepped inside the room, devilish grin on his face.

X
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Chapter 32: Run, Run, as Fast as You Can

Hiccup bent over the book again, trying to wrap his head around the one page paper. His computer screen glared up at him as a blank word document, the cursor blinking, as if it knew he was procrastinating. Sighing, he leaned back against the couch. What kind of class was Environment Science anyway?

According to his phone, it was seven. Seven o'clock on a Saturday evening and here he sat, homework spread over the table. He sat here, and Astrid was off doing who-knows-what, _with _god-knows-who. No, Hiccup told himself. He shouldn't think like that. She said she would stop that.

Head in his hands, he almost ignored the buzzing of his phone. He reached for it without looking at it too closely.

_What's up? _

_ Nothing. _

_ Have dinner plans?_

Hiccup blinked at the screen. Subconsciously, he assumed the text to be from Astrid. But the name across the top of the screen said Cara. A bump echoed through his chest, either from the misassumption or the lack of a meal since noon, which hadn't been much of one.

_No_. Hiccup felt a plunge as the word popped up in the dialogue. Cara knew about Astrid, didn't she? He told her at some point, surely, that he lived with another girl, the girl he called his girlfriend. A girl wouldn't openly ask out a boy with a girlfriend, right? That had to be some kind of relationship taboo. On the other hand, Hiccup knew relatively little about relationships.

_You want to come hang out? A bunch of us are going out._

_ Where about? _

_ There's this café place downtown. They've got great French Onion soup. It's slam poetry night._

Hiccup looked down at the text, and then glanced around the apartment. In reality, this decision should have made itself without hesitation. He didn't know what slam poetry was, but someone wanted his company. _Totally_.

_Cool! Want us to come pick you up?_

_Sure_.

In half an hour, Hiccup was climbing into the backseat of a white sedan with a dent in the back bumper. Cara's friends were all older, one of them sported a lengthy beard and looked like one of the television wild-men. They were speeding back onto the highway when Hiccup reached for his phone, only to discover his pocket empty.

"Is something wrong?" Cara asked from the front seat. She bent around, stretching the seat belt dangerously.

"I left my phone on the table," Hiccup confessed.

"We can go back and get it," the driver piped up without judgment.

"No, it's okay," Hiccup shook his head. "No one really calls me anyway."

X

"Honey, I'm hooome," Dagur the Deranged sing-songed in a deadly, playful whisper as he stepped over the threshold of the hotel room, kicking the door closed behind him. It clapped into the frame heavily, a sound that Astrid prayed would carry suspiciously into the hallway.

Astrid scooted away from him as fast as she could, an awkward act in her dress and heels. She needed something, a weapon, anything. She scanned the room quickly, but there was nothing within easy access. She hit her back on the desk and scrambled to stand. Dagur grabbed her by the arms, lifting her as a doll, and held her out.

"I know you," he said, his tone nothing more than utterly, menacing fascination. He spoke quietly, but it would not have mattered if he shouted. "I _know _that face!"

"I don't know you," Astrid said quickly. Her feet barely touched the floor. His hands gripped her arms tightly, biting into her.

"You're the Hofferson girl," Dagur said without a doubt. He grinned madly, his teeth no so crooked as to be immediately off-setting. Physically, he was normal, but the strangeness, the insanity, was embedded into his skin, into his wide merciless eyes, into his bones, into the small lines that formed with the gesture. "I remember her face, your mother, was she? They told me they had a kid, but that she wasn't there. But you were, weren't you?"

In an instant, his grin vanished. In the dim light of the room, shadows crossed his face and elongated his frown, and the internal monster matched the outside, even if in illusion. Dagur raised her higher into the air and threw her, like an angry child might throw a rag doll, and she landed ungracefully on the bed. Unfortunately, it made little sound. For the first time, the sound muffling fixtures of the hotel room angered her.

Help. She needed help. Dagur stood at the foot of the bed, something glinting in his hand. Astrid rolled to the bedside as he lunged for her. She crashed onto the floor as something sharp bit into her back. A hand grabbed her arm and she opened her mouth to scream, and for a short second, her bloodcurdling shriek filled the room, but Dagur's hand swiftly struck her mouth, covering it as he yanked her closer to him.

Something sent searing pain up her side. She yanked on his hand, but it firmly held onto her. Fear pumped through her, and she put all of her strength into her foot, and stomped her heel into his shoe.

"Fuck!" Dagur shouted.

His grip loosened and she yanked herself away from him, stumbling to the dresser. The small mirror shifted with her sudden weight, but she paid it no mind. She barely made it to her feet before Dagur had her in his grip again, this time his face held no fascination, only seething rage.

"You bitch!" Dagur picked her up and slammed her against the mirror. It shattered, sending sparkling shards falling to the dresser top, where they crashed and careened into one another, before water-falling to the floor. Pain speckled her back and shoulders. Several broken shards on the dresser top and floor glinted with bright red.

Astrid struggled against his grip, a fruitless effort. In his hand he held a knife, long and sharp, more dagger than knife. A non-intentional pun, surely. He watched her with mad eyes, holding the tip of the knife to her stomach, his hand holding her mouth, fingers crushing her jaw, holding her into the broken mirror. Pieces of glass tangled in her hair and dug into her scalp.

She kicked at him, but only managed to scrap his clothing with her heel. Her struggle widened his grin, brightened his eyes. He pushed the blade slowly, tearing through the dress fiber by fiber, denting her skin. Hot blood soaked into the dark material. She pulled against his hand and tried to push away from the pain, but there was nowhere to go. He held her firm.

"The job was to kill the Hoffersons, that was the contract," Dagur whispered, his eyes on her despite the blade he slowly teased into her abdomen. "Everyone inside the house, dead. The maid, the woman, the man. That was everyone, I thought. But you were there? You had to be there. You _knew _me. I saw the look on your face, 'that's the guy,' so you saw me. You had to."

Her heart raced and every part of her body was writhing, either from pain or fear. No one could hear her. No one would come. She would die here, in this room, just like her mother died in her bedroom while her daughter crouched, frozen, just inside the closet, where she'd been told to hide, and like a coward that's where she stayed until the police arrived. This time, Astrid's body would be the one they stood over, debating and theorizing, poking and prodding.

Hiccup. Who would tell him? Eret? What would happen to him? She never told him… He'd miss her, wouldn't he? The pain threatened to take her into the darkness, and she willing let it spoon into her vision.

_Thump_. Something heavy and solid hit the door from the other side. Hope swelled in Astrid's throat as the thump repeated. Dagur tore his eyes from her as the wood of the frame buckled, splintering audibly. With one last thump the door pushed clean off it's hinges. Two massive men charged in and Dagur released her, throwing her at them.

One of the men caught her while the other tackled Dagur. Hands picked her up and carried her into the bathroom. The struggle in the bedroom ended quickly with a few swishes and stomps, grunts and groans, and then someone ran passed the bathroom door. Astrid didn't see who it was, but she heard Alvin shout from the hallway.

"Don't let him out! I want this place on lockdown." Alvin had shouted before, but she had never heard his so furious and deadly. "I don't care how you do it! But don't make a scene. The press is the last thing I need."

The bodyguard kept Astrid in the bathroom, two massive hands on her shoulders, as Alvin stomped into the room. The commotion outside faded as Alvin's broad frame filled the doorway.

"Are you alright?" Alvin asked Astrid, his tone softer but still fierce.

She nodded. She tried to answer, but her voice seemed to be broken.

Alvin shook his head. He walked around her with a grim set face. "You'll need medical attention. You're beat up pretty bad. Joe, take her down to my room. I'll put in a call to Markus. Don't open the door for anyone."

Joe the bodyguard nodded and with gently assertiveness, he ushered Astrid out of the room. Her feet swayed and if it hadn't been for Joe, she wouldn't have made it to Alvin's room. She would have collapsed in the hallway and been there when housekeeping came in the morning. In a blur, she was pushed through a door and sat down. Everything spun. She covered her face with her hands but the spinning continued.

For an prolonged eternity she sat there, waiting to pass out or throw up, when finally Alvin returned. Astrid peeked through her fingers at him. He didn't look happy. With him was a short man who'd thrown a long brown coat over sweatpants and a stained t-shirt.

"This the girl?" the man asked in a pretentious, intelligent tone that didn't match his clothes. Alvin nodded and the man stepped closer to Astrid with careful, precise steps. He stood in front of her and made a slow circle around her, tsking under his breath. "My, my, this will take a bit of time."

"Astrid, this is Dr. Jason Markus." Alvin stood by the door, arms crossed. "He's going to fix you up."

"If I didn't owe you a favor I would have made you wait until morning, but I am glad that you didn't. She's already bled quite a bit by the looks of it. She'll survive without a transplant, but she'll be woozy for a while."

"The room's a mess. It'll take a week to clean it up." Alvin grimaced. He hated spending money, or rather, replacing things. "I've got the girls already on it. The sooner this is straightened up the better."

"Yes, yes, those pesky reporters. Always asking things. Always wanting to know things." Dr. Markus's tone mimicked an afterthought as he dropped a bag onto a nearby coffee table. From it he pulled two blue gloves and squeezed his boney hands into them. Astrid covered her face again when he reached inside for something silver. She didn't need to wonder about their purpose. She soon felt something plucked from her shoulder, and then dropped onto something else. She peeked. A plastic bowl set beside her, and a piece of bloodied glass still spun on the bottom, rocking the reflected light back and forth. Another joined it, and then another. She shut her eyes.

"Can we remove this?" Dr. Markus voice interrupted.

"It's trashed anyway," Alvin muttered.

Astrid opened her eyes. Dr. Markus was pinching the sleeve of her dress. Alvin handed him a pair of common kitchen scissors, and without hesitation he sliced into the fine fabric. Pieces of it fluttered to the floor. Astrid sat on the stool, passed embarrassment, in the tattered remains of the lovely dress, watching the doctor remove tiny diamonds from her peppered arm.

Blood. There was so much blood, on her, the dress, the floor, the stool, dried dark stains and bright red ooze. She hadn't noticed the smell at first, not with so many other things to worry about. But now, with only it and the glass, it was nauseating.

In the other room, Alvin spoke in low tones. When Astrid caught glimpses of him, he either paced or spoke angrily into his phone. After an excruciating long time, the doctor deemed her glass-free. Astrid blinked at the frightening amount of shards in the bowl. The doctor, as if sensing, pushed it out of her view.

"This is no good," Dr. Markus said, hand on her back. He pulled a curved needle from his bag. Astrid cringed.

"He tried to stab me, but I moved." Astrid explained in a hoarse voice.

"It appears that way," the doctor mumbled indifferently. "The glass did not make it better."

Astrid winced, squeezing her fits, as he stitched her up. He put a few into the wound on her stomach, as well. The doctor cut away the remainder of her cloths and after a safe dose of antibiotic ointment, he banged her up and deemed her finished.

"That should do it," the doctor sighed. "I'd take it easy if I were you."

She felt like a mummy. Her arms were both covered passed the elbow, and her torso was completely covered. The doctor dug through his bag and then set a little unlabeled bottle of pills on the coffee table.

"Take one pill by mouth, as per the pain, every six to eight hours. Do not exceed three pills in a day. It may cause drowsiness, increase your risk for heart attack, and do not take if you are pregnant." Dr. Markus snapped his bag closed. "And most of the other over-the-counter health warnings."

"Thank you," Astrid said.

"There is no need to thank me, however, you are welcome." The doctor nodded, and left.

Astrid stood up on wobbly legs. She limped to the window and looked out over the dark city. She could see the glistening river in the distance, the icy waters reflected the bridge's lights. Snow covered rooftops and streets, and still sparsely fell.

She could have died tonight. She almost did. If it hadn't been for Alvin.

"You'll stay here tonight," Alvin said from the doorway to his office. "There's an extra bedroom." Astrid opened her mouth, but he interrupted. "No, I'm not letting you out of my sight. I'll have one of the girls bring up something for you to wear."

"Okay," Astrid nodded, catching her reflection in the window. She wore only her patterned underwear and the bandages. In any other situation, she'd have been mortified of Alvin seeing her like this, but right now she was glad to be alive. After a pause, she asked, "Did you get him?"

He shook his head. "No. I don't know how that slimy bastard got out, but he did. If he didn't, then he's still in here. I've got my guys searching every inch of his hotel and parked at every possible exit."

Astrid shook, thinking that Dagur might still be in the hotel.

"Don't worry, Astrid." Alvin's tone changed. He hadn't used her real name in years, and it felt strange on the air. "Bastard was bleeding last time I saw him. I've got people watching the ERs and local clinics. But he's a master at vanishing. I doubt he'll make a mistake like that."

"What do I do?" Astrid asked.

"Don't think about it," Alvin said. "Don't let him get to you. I won't let him touch you. I promise."

"My phone," Astrid said, looking around as if it might be there. "I needed to call Hiccup."

"I'll send someone down to your room to get it," Alvin said. "There's food in the fridge. Get something to eat and get some sleep, if you can. If not, there's a TV in the room."

"Thank you," Astrid said to his retreating back. A wave was his only response.

Astrid poured a glass of organic milk and tore of a chunk of bakery bread. A knock at the door startled her, and she stood at the counter, staring at the door, thinking which drawer held the knives, when Alvin appeared in the doorway. He crossed the room and looked through the peephole before unlocking it, and opened it enough for a familiar bag to be handed through, along with a folded stack of clothing.

"I'll put your things in the room," Alvin said as he locked the door. He double checked the locks.

Astrid took a mystery pill left by the doctor. She felt pain, but it served as a distraction from the anxiety that shook her sore limbs. Taking the little bottle with her, she retreating with her late night snack into the spare bedroom. Her luggage was sitting on the perfectly made bed. She locked the door and double checked the deadbolt.

She sat on the bed and tore off a piece of bread with her teeth. How secure was that window? She got up to inspect it, but then she sat back down. What if Dagur was watching the window? She would be giving her location away. Instead, she dug for her phone. Because of the time, she didn't call. Just a text would do.

Astrid's hand paused, her fingers shaking over the glowing letter. What should she say? Should she tell him what happened? No, he'd only worry. She needed to talk to him about it. She couldn't keep putting it off. He was already mad at her. What else could she do?

_ Hey, tomorrow when I get back I need to tell you something. _

Astrid set the phone down, and ate the last of the bread and drained the milk. She hadn't known how hungry she'd been. She crawled to the top of the bed and worked the covers down and scooted underneath them just as her phone dinged. Her heart raced as she threw her hand out to the lit-up screen, ignoring the pain she caused in her shoulder and back.

_Ok_

That was it? Astrid stared at the two letter response, waiting to see if there was more. Nothing else appeared and the screen darkened. She set the phone aside. This way, she had to tell him. No more excuses, no more runaround. Truth time.

In the dark of the room, sleep refused to be kind. Curled up underneath the cover, half listening for her phone's chime, she fought the pain to find comfort. There was no comfortable position. Everything hurt. Her back, her arms, her stomach. Somehow, she found the least painful position, and fell into an uneasy, drug-aided sleep.

X

Hiccup yawned as he set on the edge of the bed. He hand automatically reached out for his lit-up phone. He belched, the taste of the onion soup flooded back into his mouth. He blew it out as he opened the text. This time, he read the name first.

_Hey, tomorrow when I get back I need to tell you something. _

He blinked at it, confused. Why couldn't she just tell him tomorrow instead of warning him in advance? That made it feel like bad news. Whatever, the bed was calling him back to sleep. He'd find out tomorrow, it seemed.

_Ok_

Hiccup clicked off the screen and collapsed back into the bed.

X
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Chapter 33: Pills and Neighbors

A piercing pain in her back caused Astrid to stir, finally forcing her out of bed and into a sitting position. For a moment, she had no sense of location. These pale blue walls were not her own, or the closed curtains, or the starched blanket. For that moment, panic settled into her rumbling stomach, a fist ready to shove the bubbling upward. She covered her mouth quickly with her hand.

_Oh, right. Shit_.

In a blur, Astrid scooted from the bed and stumbled into the bathroom to empty her stomach. On shaky legs, she spilled her backpack onto the bed and with fumbling hands she dressed. The t-shirt she'd brought hugged her too tightly, but beside her own things lay a red size-too-big hoodie. Pulling it on, she seemed to vanished inside of it. She examined herself in the mirror. Dressed, she didn't look half as bad as it really was. The hoodie covered her arms and her torso. If she pulled it up a little and squeezed the drawstrings, the visible bit of bandage vanished.

How to explain this to Hiccup…just the idea was daunting.

A soft knock came to the door, followed by Alvin's hoarse voice, "Are you awake? I ordered in breakfast. It's out here."

"Okay," Astrid said, hands pulling the hoodie's sleeves down over her hands. She wasn't sure why. Alvin knew. "I'll be right out."

She dry-swallowed another pill and winced as it left a nasty trail of yuck down her throat. After slipping on hotel-brand slippers, Astrid met Alvin in the sitting room, where a grand silver patter had been set, lined with enough breakfast for ten. She sat down across from him, gingerly to avoid pain, and reached for the jug of milk. She took a healthy gulp to wash down the remainder of the pill, then another for safe measure.

"There's coffee also," Alvin said as he tapped the side of an insulated carafe with his pen. He held papers in front of him, what looked like a floor plan.

Astrid reached for the carafe and winced with shooting pain in her back. It radiated up her shoulder and then back down her arm. Hopefully, that pill will start working anytime. Astrid fixed her coffee in silence while Alvin tapped away at the paper. She piled her plate with more food that she knew she'd eat. She had just forked eggs into her mouth when Alvin spoke.

"I've gone over this place a million times since last night," Alvin said. "I don't see a way that bastard could have gotten out, unless one of my men blinked and allowed him to slip through. It's possible, the kitchen's got so many doors, and that damned delivery bay."

Astrid wasn't sure if he was talking to her directly or just musing openly. Her eyes fell onto a discoloration on the floor, and it took a moment for her to recognize the tattered remains of her dress. Seeing it so…mutilated stung. It had been so pretty. Not far off from the dress were her heels, one of them cracked and hopelessly broken. She thought back to the night previous, she hadn't noticed a broken heel.

"I'm sorry about the dress," Astrid blurted out. "And the shoes."

Alvin looked up from his paper. He followed her line of sight to the mess and then shrugged. "Don't worry about those things. They can be replaced. You can't."

Astrid poked the eggs with the tip of the fork. Alvin hated replacing things, rather, he hated spending money.

Alvin chuckled, "If I hadn't forgotten my phone in the casino, a torn dress would be the least of your worries. One of my guys heard something and they went to investigate. Thank god for coincidences, eh?"

Astrid pursed her lips, taking the eggs from the fork.

"You know, you really should keep off your feet as much as possible." Alvin sighed, sitting back in his chair and pushing the floor plan aside, and gripping his coffee cup. "Dr. Markus suggested that you stay here for a week. He wants to see you next Sunday."

Astrid coughed, and pain radiated through her entire torso. "What? I can't stay here, I've got class!"

Alvin frowned. "Dagur could be out there right now, circling the school waiting for you. It's a open field out there."

Her heart thumped hard against her ribs. She put a hand against it. What would she tell Hiccup? _Oh, sorry babe, I decided to stay a little longer. I'm having so much fun! _Right, ridiculous. If she told him that, she wouldn't be the least bit surprised if he packed up and left her.

"Okay, but I'm sending a couple of my guys with you." Alvin heaved a slice of ham onto his plate. "They'll keep an eye on you, and they'll bring you back here to see the doctor."

"Okay," Astrid nodded. It was better than missing an entire week, but still, what would Hiccup think?

After breakfast, Astrid cleaned herself up as best she could. One of the housekeepers arrived and helped her into clean bandages, and Astrid could feel bile sneaking up her throat at the dark red stains as they fluttered into the trashcan. Back in her large hoodie and sweats, she followed Joe the bodyguard down into the lobby, and into a car driven by Taylor the bodyguard. Joe climbed into the front seat and they set sail south through the light gray snowfall.
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The cab stopped, lurched forward, and Astrid caught herself before she slammed into the back of the passenger seat. Blinking, she wiped sleep from her eyes. When had she fallen asleep? The two men in the front, Joe and Taylor, were getting out of the car. They'd mentioned something, she barely remembered, about moving into her building. Something about 'safety' and 'close monitoring' or whatever.

One of them opened Astrid's door and she carefully drew her legs out and onto the parking lot. Good god, it was cold. She hugged her coat closer around her as she pretended the two bodyguards weren't there, tagging a few feet behind her with suitcases, that her back and shoulders didn't ache, that she was carrying her backpack because she wanted to, not because her shoulder hurt too much.

The two men got off at different floors. Taylor, or Joe, Astrid couldn't really remember, got off on the second floor while Joe was still inside the elevator when Astrid stepped out. She didn't ask where he was going. She didn't care. All she wanted was a warm cup of tea, a soft place to sit, and another of the mysterious pills that she'd tucked away in a side pocket of her pack.

Key in hand, Astrid reached forward to unlock the door, when a burst of laughter froze her. It had come from _her_ apartment. With her heart thumping, she wrenched the unlocked door open. She clumsy half-fell inside, dropping her bag in the process, and the laughter immediately stopped.

Strangers lingered in her living room, looking quite comfortable, with scattered McDonald's cups on her coffee table. Hiccup, who'd been sitting among them on the couch, stood up quickly. He wore the Vikings t-shirt she'd gotten him.

"Hey, Astrid, you're back!" Hiccup said, in a tone that made Astrid want to hit him. Had he not expected her back at all? Did he not want his _new_ friends to see her? Was he embarrassed?

"Yeah, I kind of live here." Her voice was icy. She closed the door behind her and yanked her bag from the floor, the tell-tale sound of pills in plastic rattled her heart. The group of people in her living room said nothing as she stalked across the room and into the bedroom, which she closed loudly behind her.

Why was she so mad?

Someone whispered something, a _feminine_ someone.

"No, don't worry about it," Hiccup said, in a not-as-quiet whisper. "She didn't expect people to be here. I-I probably should have told her."

"You live here, too," that feminine someone said. "You have the right to have friends over, I mean, it's not exclusively her living room."

_Bitch_. Astrid caught the word in her mouth and bit it back. Who the hell was this bitch to tell Hiccup that Astrid's anger was unfounded? She heard footsteps, uneven, Hiccup's, approach the door and she quickly busied herself with unloading her backpack. She had just set it on the bed when the door opened and closed.

"Hey, sorry about that," Hiccup said from beside the door. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah," Astrid lied quickly. "I'm just…a little hung over."

"Oh, okay. I, uh, invited them over for lunch, but if you want them to go we can travel elsewhere. So you can sleep, if you want."

"No, its fine, I don't care. Really." Astrid had tossed her bag's contents onto the bed. Her hand closed over the pocket containing the pills, but she didn't want Hiccup to see them. She turned to look at him, but he was looking at the floor. She tried to soften her tone, "Really, Hiccup, I don't care."

His eyes glanced up at her. He nodded. "Okay." His hand was on the knob. "Hey, what did you want to talk about?"

Her heart hammered in her chest. "It's nothing important. Go hang out with your friends. I'm going to take a nap."

"Okay," Hiccup said. Then he was gone, back through the door and to his new, happy friends.

Astrid stood in the darkened room while the murmured talking continued. She had folded her shirt about three times before she decided she still wanted that cup of hot tea. She dropped her folded shirt onto the bed and stalked back to the door. She hesitated with her hand on the knob, hearing the low murmur of happy talk.

_You're a big girl, Astrid. You can do this. This is your fucking house. You pay the rent. _

_ With my sex money. _

_ Stop that, you don't do that anymore. You told Alvin that you didn't want to do it anymore. He said he'd get you more hours at the restaurant. _

Astrid inhaled sharply and opened the door. The conversation died down at once.

"I'm just making tea, don't mind me," Astrid said through a forced smile.

A pretty faced brunette girl sat too close to Hiccup on the couch. Astrid caught a twinge in the other girl's face, her eyelids twitching ever so slightly, dislike, introductory jealousy. Her fingertips were beside Hiccup's on the couch. Astrid turned her back to the girl, and the rest of them, as she filled the kettle and set it on the stove.

"Oh, right," Hiccup said and then cleared his throat. "This is Astrid." At the sound of her name she turned. Hiccup's eyes were on her as he gestured toward her. "Astrid, this is Cara-"

He said the rest of their names, too, but Astrid had stopped listening. Cara glared at her, her brown eyes narrowed in finely plucked brows and uneven eyeliner. Her mouth twisted into a grimace, but only briefly, before returning to her casual smile.

The kettle began to whistle and Astrid tore her attention away. It hadn't slipped her attention that Hiccup's introduction of her had neglected to identify her as his girlfriend. She was, in his current description, just Astrid. Suddenly feeling like an intruder in her own home, she carried her too-hot tea mug back into the bedroom without another word. She set it on the beside table and reached with shaking hands to the pill bottle.

On the other side of the bedroom door, Hiccup and Cara were talking, so casually, so easily, just like he used to do with Astrid.

Hiccup mumbles something, and Cara laughs too loud.

_It's fine_. Astrid unclenched her fists. _Hiccup is allowed to have other friends. You're just jealous. _

The sharp pain in her chest had nothing to do with her injuries.
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Astrid woke up when the bed moved. Hiccup had sat down with a groan. The dim daylight had vanished and the living room beyond was dark. A pair of yellow eyes stared at her from the foot of the bed, beside a flipping black tail. Toothless blinked, almost sympathetically.

"Hey," Astrid said.

"Hey," Hiccup yawned as he pulled his legs into the bed. "Feeling better?"

"Yeah," Astrid said, unsure if it was a lie. It seemed that the other people were gone. That, for some reason, did put her at ease. She stirred. Her tea sat on the bedside table, untouched and cold. She lifted it and took a sip. It still felt good on the back of her throat. "Your friends seem nice."

"Yeah," Hiccup said. He settled into his pillow. He smelled like toothpaste. "They came by last night and we've been hanging out ever since."

"Did you sleep?"

Hiccup smiled. "No, we were at Denny's until about five and then we went to the park, and then came back here for lunch."

"How did you meet? Class?"

"Yeah, I've got a class with Cara and they were really her friends. They're all older students. Cara told me that when she transferred in and she was the old kid in the class with all the freshmen that it was really awkward, and after she made friends it got better, and she wanted to share the friend making experience with me."

"That's nice of her."

"Yeah," Hiccup said.

Astrid scooted out of bed, gingerly, and stood. She made her way through the dark bedroom, across the living room, to the bathroom. She flipped on the light and pushed the door almost closed. She pulled the hoodie off, carefully, with minor difficulty pulling it over her head. She dropped it onto the floor beside her and turned on the sink's hot water. While she waited, she brushed her teeth, bending at the knees to avoid bending her back.

"What the hell happened?"

Astrid spun. Hiccup stood in the doorway, his tired face ashen, his brows together, his hand clutching the side of the door.

"I-I," Astrid started, looking down at her bandaged self, ugly bruises poking out from under the edges of the white.

Hiccup stepped inside, eyes now awake and wide, stuck on her torso. "Astrid, what happened? Are you okay?"

"Hiccup, it's fine, I just…fell." Astrid put her hand out to meet his, which he's outstretched toward her. She gripped his fingers in between hers. "I was a little drunk, and I tripped, and fell into the mirror in my room. It's not as bad as it looks. It was just me being stupid."

He looked her over, concern and anger in his wordlessly gapping mouth. His eyes returned to her face and his fingers folded around hers. "Are you sure?"

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. "I just feel a little beat up, I'll be good as new in no time."

"Okay," Hiccup nodded, visibly disappointed. He let go of her hand. "If you need help with anything, let me know, okay?"

"Okay." Astrid nodded. He turned to leave. "Did you need something?"

"Oh, I just had to go," Hiccup shrugged, gesturing toward the toilet. "I can wait a few minutes."

He was looking at her like that again, with tired, big green eyes, his chin tilted down and his bangs hanging down his forehead. She lifted her hand to his cheek and ran her thumb across his cheek. She closed the step between them, gently leaning her lips against his. "I love you, you know."

"I know." Hiccup covered her hand with his. "I love you, too."

"It's nice to hear you say those words," Astrid said, her voice small. She wanted nothing more to fall into him, to disappear into his arms, into his being, let him swallow her up. He could make her decisions for her, hide her away where no one would find her, where nothing could ever bother her again.

She settled to lean on him instead. His body was steady against hers, solid and warm. His hands settled onto her hips, away from the bandages, half on the hem on her sweats and half resting on her bare skin. She kissed him again, tasting the toothpaste on his teeth. Goodness knows what her mouth tasted like in comparison.

She reluctantly leaned away and dropped her hands. "We both need to get to bed. We've got class in the morning."

Hiccup smiled. "Yeah."
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With Astrid curled underneath the blanket again, Hiccup took the half drank tea back to the kitchen. He dumped it in the sink and set the cup down. He'd wash it tomorrow, if Astrid didn't.

She _fell_ into a mirror. How the hell had a mirror done _that _much damage? He wanted to believe her, to trust her so completely that every word out of her mouth couldn't possible be contrasted as anything but the clean, lucid truth. But he didn't. he doubted her, but didn't want to call her on it. What would happen if he did? Would it ruin everything? Would she shout? Would she yell at him for not trusting her?

The entire ordeal sent a shiver down his spine. Hiccup tiptoed back into the dark bedroom and slid into the bed beside her. He wanted everything to be just as it had been, at Thanksgiving, at Christmas, like a fairytale love story. Had it really been too good to be true? If he pretended that it was fine, would it be fine?
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Astrid pulled the Vikings hoodie over her head with only minor difficultly. Hiccup watched from the counter, prepared to help her if she needed him to, and when she hesitated at her shoulder's limit, he reached her side in a step. He reached under the hem and straightened it before gently pulled it down over her back.

"Thanks," Astrid mumbled as her face popped through the neck.

"You're welcome," Hiccup said as he held his hands out, even though her torso was covered. "What are you doing today?"

"I emailed my professors and told them what happened. Nothing important is happening this week anyway," Astrid said with a sigh.

"Okay." Hiccup swallowed. "Did you sleep well last night?"

Astrid's mouth opened, but nothing came out for a moment. "Yeah, I guess so."

Hiccup bit his lip. He had been woken up several times by Astrid's whimpering. He assumed, at first, she'd been in pain. But the second time, she'd spoken in her sleep. Her words still lingered in his ears.

"Don't let him in," she'd whispered, fists clenched in the blanket, eyes shut tight.

"Astrid?" Hiccup had asked, hand on her shoulder.

"Don't let him,"

"Don't let who in?" Hiccup had asked, fearing his own self in her vague words.

She'd whimpered pitifully, twitching into the blankets. Seeing her like this, he didn't want to go back to sleep. She'd calmed, and he'd scooted closer.

"I'm just going to chill out here today, maybe clean the bathroom." Astrid sat down on the couch, a hesitation in her usually graceful movement, a glitch in her features.

Had she been talking about him?

"I think I'm going out with a few people for lunch after class."

"With Cara?"

"Yeah, probably," Hiccup nodded, not missing the change in her tone. He pulled at a string on his backpack. "Do you want anything? I could bring you back lunch."

"No, we've got leftovers that need to be eaten." Astrid gestured toward the fridge. "But thank you."

Hiccup smiled at her and looked down at the string. He'd had this backpack a while. "I'll see you later, then."

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. She looked exhausted. Surely, it had nothing to do with the mysterious pills she'd taken. She'd snuck them, like a secret, like she didn't want him to know about them. He didn't care. If they helped her, then they were fine.

Hiccup stepped toward the door, but then stepped back, toward her. He walked to the couch and bent down to kiss her cheek. A calm smile spread over her lips.

"Love you," Astrid said as he leaned away.

"Love you." Hiccup stepped back toward the door. In the hall he adjusted his bag. A door down the hall opened, but he paid no mind until he stepped into the elevator. A broad shouldered man stepped inside after him.

"Morning," the man said.

"Hi," Hiccup nodded and stepped aside. The door closed and the elevator started down. He stared at his shoes. He could see the man's black shoes out of the corner of his eye. They looked expensive. He'd never seen the man before, but he'd heard the scooting, shoving sound of someone moving in down the hall.

Compared to his old neighbors, this man seemed fine.
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Chapter 34: Surprises

Hiccup poured over his textbooks, scattered over the dark blue library table, the gentle murmur a constant. Absentmindedly, he doodled as he read the chapter again, lines curving without his knowledge.

A pop-top can opens somewhere, and his concentration is broken.

Blinking up from the off-white page, he sees the little curious face of Toothless looking back at him, as if from his hiding place beneath the couch. Smiling, Hiccup drew a little mouse for him to chase.

He let his pencil fall into the crease of the book's margin and leaned back in his wooden-backed chair. Why were midterms so stressful? If he stressed this much over midterms, what were finals going to be like? Hiccup rubbed is face to ease away the non-existent stress of the future.

Outside, the sun titled downward over the west, and lit everything in bright gold and amber. He hadn't even needed his coat today, the first time since he and Astrid had gone down to the mall to buy it. He sighed, that day seemed so long ago.

Hiccup scanned the room before he went back to his books. He didn't see Sunglasses anywhere.

Their new neighbor, dubbed Sunglasses for the dark shades he always wore, had been popping up everywhere. Hiccup had seen him in the supermarket, the discount store, the school bookstore, and in the burger joint on the other side of town. It was all unsettling. Hiccup had had the eerie suspicious that he was being followed for weeks, and didn't know what to do about it.

"I think he waits for me to leave just to follow me," Hiccup had whispered to Astrid one morning.

She'd laughed, and spilled coffee grounds all over her hand. "That's ridiculous. Why would he follow you? Is your dad secretly in the mafia?"

"No," Hiccup shrugged, suddenly feeling small. He hadn't said anything after that. Maybe it _was_ ridiculous.

Hiccup sighed, losing his concentration again. He hadn't spoken to Astrid much this past week. School kept them busy, and Astrid had gotten a promotion and worked more, and often didn't come home until he was already in bed. She would flop down and before he could greet her, she would be asleep.

Her nightmares hadn't stopped. Several times a week she would wake him up, tossing, gripping the blanket with white knuckles, whimpering in her sleep. She never wanted to talk about it, and had pointedly shrugged it off when he'd asked if she was alright.

"I'm fine," she'd say quickly. "It's just stress from work and school, I'm sure. I'll stop by the drugstore and see if I can't get a sleep aid or something."

If she'd bought pills, she kept those from him too.

Hiccup picked at odd stain on his used textbook. She wasn't telling him something, and he knew it, and it bothered him. Sometimes, she would stand at the window, arms crossed in defense, staring out onto the street. If he moved to suddenly, she would jump. She was careful of what she wore, always hoodies, no matter the weather. He hadn't seen her back since that night, only in quick glances when she changed, and her concealment bugged him as much as her standoffishness.

Hiccup packed up his things and headed to the bathroom before he started back to the apartment. He'd walked that morning, and he didn't feel up to making a pit stop in the sleazy gas station, or holding it the entire way. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he stepped away from the chair, and just caught the fleeting image of a broad shouldered man turning the corner into the stacks.

Hiccup tensed. He'd been followed? Into the library? Inhaling, he tried to ignore it, and went the long way to the bathrooms on the first floor, listening for footsteps. As he turned into the three-stalled restroom, he glanced behind him, to see Sunglasses staring at a bulletin board.

The door slammed behind him, and Hiccup threw out his breath. Was he just being paranoid? Maybe that man had a valid reason for being in all of those places, at the same time Hiccup happened to be in all of those places. He lived in this city, too, and had reason to be anywhere.

Paranoid. That's what it was. Sighing, he set his bag down to take his turn at the urinal, glancing behind to make sure the door didn't open.
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It's okay.

Everything's okay.

Astrid didn't flinched anymore when water struck her shoulders, or when soap ran down her back. Tiny, white scars sprinkled over her skin, still fading. They'd be there forever, too. A constant reminder.

Everything's just fine.

She towel dried her hair and pulled on her pajamas, glancing at the tiny electronic clock by the sink. Seven forty. Hiccup should have been home by now. A pit dented her stomach, churning her worst fears, beating against her better judgement, and stirring the acidic contents of her gut. She dropped down onto the couch, startling Toothless, who stared back at her with wide, yellow-green eyes.

_Why did you do that? A little warning, next time._ Toothless seemed to say.

"You only live here because I let you," Astrid reminded the cat, as she often did while Hiccup was out. Truthfully, she didn't hate Toothless. He didn't like her, though. The cat had chosen Hiccup as his person, to be the one he meowed at, the one he saw walking down the sidewalk and waited beside the door for. Toothless glared at Astrid.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, and Astrid jumped to fetch it. Before the screen darkened, she swiped her finger along the message.

_Hey, feel like dinner?_

Astrid took a long breath. It was from Heather, not Hiccup. She considered not answering, when the dialogue box _blooped_.

_Or a talk? I haven't seen you in a while._

_ Astrid swallowed. Sure, but Hiccup isn't home yet. _

_ Did you text him?_

_ No._

_ Well, there's you trouble!_ She could almost hear Heather laugh. _So – dinner?_

_ Sure_

_ K – I'll be there in ten_

_ Ok_ Astrid hugged the phone in her hand and brought up Hiccup's name. Even their text conversation lacked. Everything they'd said to each other had been simple, one or two worded texts, mostly about dinner or being late. What was happening to them?

_Hey, I'm going out with Heather for dinner. You want me to bring you something?_ Astrid swallowed as the text floated up into the dialogue box, drowning the smaller texts.

It took a moment, and with each her heart fluttered. Has something happened to him? Has-

_Buzz._

_Ok – be home in like five, I've eaten. _Hiccup.

She released a sigh she hadn't felt. He's okay. She put the phone down and redressed for dinner, a lazy college dinner. She wasn't feeling up to makeup or real clothes. She had work for that.

Hiccup arrived, looking worn and beaten, a few minutes before Heather did.

"Hey, long day?" Astrid asked, starving for his attention.

"Yeah, midterms are stressful." Hiccup slumped on the couch.

"I know," Astrid nodded. She bit her lip. Hiccup closed his eyes and stretched his arms. She fought the urge to race over to him and jump between his arms, and encase him in hers. She missed his touch, his embrace.

Heather knocked, and pranced through the door. "Hey, ready?"

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. She turned to Hiccup, "Are you sure you don't want anything?"

"Not really," Hiccup sighed, eyes closed. "Surprise me."

"Okay," said Astrid as she motioned to the door to Heather.

The door closed and they were halfway to the elevator when Astrid saw the door down the hall open, and Taylor the bodyguard step out, trying his best to be nonsuspicious. They weren't doing a very good job, obviously. Hiccup noticed.

"Man, what is going on?" Heather asked as they stepped into the elevator.

"What?" Astrid snapped her attention to Heather, away from Taylor, sulking to the stairwell.

"Did you guys just have a fight?" Heather asked, perfectly plucked eyebrow perched.

"No?" Astrid crossed her arms as the doors closed.

Heather hummed her disbelief. "Right. What happened?"

"He knows something is wrong," Astrid said. She hadn't told Heather about Dagur, or her parents, and she planned to keep it that way. She already knew too much. "We haven't been talking much, or…"

"When was the last time you guys had sex?" Heather asked bluntly as the elevator doors opened. A middle-aged woman waiting to board pointed her nose to the ceiling as she passed them.

"I-I," Astrid started, but paused.

"You don't know?" Heather interrupted.

"It's been a while." Astrid dropped her arms and stuffed her hands into her pockets.

"Why?" Heather asked, as if the answer was so simple, so easy to see, that it was beyond her how Astrid could not.

"It's…complicated."

"Yeah, that's not going to fly with me." Heather crossed her arms as they headed out into the parking lot. "I need real answers."

On the drive to the downtown café, Astrid spilled her mind. She told Heather about Hiccup starting school, these new friends he spends time with that don't like her, and this girl he talks to, Cara, who hangs out with him too much.

"Is that jealousy I hear?" Heather smiled.

"No, yes, I don't know." Astrid pulled into the lot a little carelessly, testing out the brakes as she whipped into a spot. "It's just…he used to talk to me like that. Now he barely acknowledges my existence."

"It might be the beginning of a friendship," Heather said. "You know how finding a new friend is. It's someone new to talk to, to learn about, to do things with. It's exciting!" Heather paused as she climbed out of the car. "It's like getting a new toy, he'll play with it a while but he'll always come back to his favorite when the novelty's worn off."

"Am I supposed to be the old favorite?" Astrid asked plainly.

"Would you rather be the new, replaceable one?" Heather asked with a slight smile on her red lips.

Astrid sulked. This hadn't cheered her up at all.

"Okay," Heather said, gesturing to Astrid. "He's special to you, right? Well, then do something special for him, make him feel wanted and appreciated and loved. Men _need_ that."

"Like what?" Astrid asked as they entered the somber café, mocha on the air.

"I don't know," Heather laughed. "He's your boyfriend, not mine."

They sat down, ordered, and while they waited Astrid pulled out her phone. "You think his online profile would have something on it?"

Heather shrugged. "Maybe?"

Astrid scrolled. His twitter was dead, and his last Facebook status update had been six month ago. "There's not much on here."

"Check his basic info," Heather said, leaning over the table to watch.

Astrid tapped the screen, and while it loaded the food arrived. His basics were bare, except…yes. She'd struck gold. She gasped, "Oh my god."

"What?" Heather asked quickly.

She smiled wickedly across the table.

"What?" Heather asked again, biting her lip, staring with wide, hungry eyes.
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Hiccup, still groggy, drug himself out of bed with his alarm. Astrid lay beside him, rolling over onto her other side, away from the blaring sound. Her alarm wouldn't go off for another hour. He straightened his leg and stood, starting across the bedroom to the kitchen.

"Mail's on the table," Astrid mumbled into the pillow.

It took him a moment to configure her sleepy words, then nodded. "Okay."

Hiccup got a glass of orange juice, then fingered through the pile of mail on the counter. They never received much mail, but today one envelope caught his eye. He set his glass down to examine it further. His name shone bright on the front, handwritten in blue ink.

At the return address, he nearly dropped it. Valka Haddock.

Hiccup set it back down on the counter and turned his back, and washed his face in the sink, cold water. He let it dry and then took a lengthy drink of juice before picking the letter back up again. He carefully opened the letter, as if it might explode, and pulled out a simple card. The words Happy Birthday played colorfully on the front. Delicately, with shaking hands, he opened it.

_Harold, _

_I know we haven't been close in the past. I'm sorry. I'd like to talk to you. Call me. You don't have to if you don't want to._

_-Mom_

Hiccup read the leader several times, still disbelieving the phone number written could lead to his mythical mother. Still, a hand reached for his phone and dialed the number into his contacts. His thumb hesitated over the call icon, and as he heard motion from the bedroom, he stuffed the letter into the envelope and dropped his phone into his pocket.

"What's up?" Astrid yawned, standing in the doorway. "Did you open your letter?"

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded, flicking it toward Astrid. He didn't have a reason to keep it from her. "It's from my mom."

Astrid blinked and sobriety shook her. "You _mother_?"

Hiccup nodded.

"What did she say?"

"She wants me to call her. She wants to talk." Hiccup felt his phone in his pocket, a dead weight against his leg.

"Are you going to?"

"I don't know," Hiccup shrugged.

"Hiccup, this is your mother. Reach out to her before she's gone." Astrid took a step closer to him, her blue eyes wide and urgent.

"I-I don't know my mother at all," Hiccup reasoned. "Maybe I should tell my dad?"

"Why?" Astrid asked. "She's your mom, not his." Her hand reached for his, lingered a moment, before leaving with Astrid to the bathroom.

Hiccup looked down at the letter. What to do?
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Friday dragged by, leaving Hiccup stressed and worried. He checked his phone multiple times to see that his mother's number was still there, under "Mom." A part of him wanted nothing to do with her, not after all of things she put him and dad through, not after all of the things he had heard. She abandoned them.

What kind of a mother did that? How different would his life have been if she'd stayed?

But the other part wanted to call her, to hear her voice, to remember her, to know her as a mother. He wanted to know why she'd left, why she hadn't stayed in contact, why he hadn't been important enough to her.

These were his thought as he stepped into the elevator Friday afternoon, half paying attention to the man who stepped in after him. It was only when the door closed did he glance at him. His chest tightened. Sunglasses.

"Hi," Sunglasses gave a quick nod of his head.

"Hi," Hiccup awkwardly nodded in return.

A casual, informal meeting of neighbors. That's all. Maybe he was as suspicious of Hiccup, thinking he'd been followed around town by this skinny kid.

They stepped off the elevator together, and Sunglasses seemed to be doing everything he could not to look at Hiccup, and dropped his keys as he wriggled them from his pocket.

Hiccup detached himself as he tried to open the door to his apartment, and found it locked. He withdrew his key and let himself in, only to find a late snowfall in his kitchen.

"What the hell?" Hiccup said as he closed the door.

Astrid spun around. The counter behind her was an absolute mess, flour, eggs, milk, an a dozen other things scattered the space. She had flour all down her t-shirt, and the floor too. It looked as if the bag had exploded. Some if it was even in her hair.

"Hey," Astrid waved at him, sending a little plume of flour into the air. "How was your day?"

"Uh, fine?" Hiccup asked. "Yours?"

"Not bad." Astrid nodded.

"Astrid, what are you doing?" Hiccup asked, letting his bag fall to the ground.

Astrid sighed, and dropped her arms against her sides, and flour dusted out from her. "I'm baking a cake, or attempting to. It was supposed to be for your birthday."

"Oh," Hiccup said, stunned. "Why?"

"Why not?" Astrid blinked. "It's your birthday, you should celebrate. You're only 23 for so long."

"How did you know about my birthday?" Hiccup asked, taking of his shoes, thinking at once that she'd opened his letter, but it had been sealed.

"I spied it on your Facebook page."

Hiccup groaned. "Right. I should really delete that."

"Why didn't you tell me about your birthday?"

Hiccup shrugged. "I don't know, it never seemed important."

Astrid shook her head at him, "What do you mean it's not important? Of course it's important! It's your _birthday_!"

"Technically, Sunday is my birthday." Hiccup corrected her.

"I still would have liked to know," Astrid shrugged.

"I didn't want you to think I-I expected anything," Hiccup sat on the couch. "It's not a big deal."

"Yes it is!" Astrid whined. "I would have felt like a lousy girlfriend for not doing anything for you on your _birthday_."

"Well, thank you for the cake." Hiccup swallowed, already dreading it. "Where is it?"

Astrid bit her lip. "It's in the microwave. I heard you coming and I wanted to surprise you."

"Oh, you did that." Hiccup laughed, nodding to her flour-self. He got up, and carefully stepped to the microwave. Inside, was a plainly decorated square cake, with Happy Birthday written in increasingly small letters. "Thank you, Astrid."

The light bloomed on her face, and she smiled, just like she used to. Despite the flour, he put a hand to her cheek, and ran a line through the white powder.

"Oh, and I'm taking you out after dinner and cake," Astrid said with a bright smile.

"Out?" Hiccup asked.

"Yeah, _out_ out."

"What does that mean?"

"You know, like to a club. Have you ever been?"

"No." Hiccup shook his head. "Berk's not exactly known for its hip night life."

Astrid smiled and laughed, "Right, so I'll show you at least a decent good time. Besides, it's free shots on your birthday."

"Oh," Hiccup tried to sound enthused. It sounded…dangerous.

X

Astrid dressed in the shortest dress she owned, and made Hiccup change into something besides a t-shirt. A cab took them uptown, to a neon light and thumping club. Inside, the pounding music banished the need for talking and pulled bodies to the sticky, black-painted floor, pushing them together, hands, hips, and hair. Hiccup held tight onto Astrid as the undulating bodies pressed in on him from every direction.

She kept close to him, and danced in his arms, and encouraged him to do the same. He shook his head, tried to speak, but the music drowned his words. Astrid smiled, and took him toward the busy bar that lined one wall. She reached around for his wallet and pulled it out of his pocket, and handed his ID to the busty woman working the bar, and pointed at him, the ID, and held up two fingers. With a few flicks of a wrist, money landed on the counter, vanished, and two green shots appeared.

Astrid picked them up, and handed one to Hiccup. She pointed to herself, and downed the drink without batting an eye. She motioned for Hiccup to do the same. He did, with difficulty. He coughed, but recovered.

"What was that?" he tried to asked, but the music drowned his words. Astrid quickly replaced his empty hand with another shot, and another after that.

The night beat on, and Heather emerged through the rainbow-light freckled crowd, reaching around to dance close behind Astrid, her hands tracing the sides of her dress. Astrid pulled Hiccup in close, and loved the feeling of having them both so close to her. She could smell Heather's rich vanilla perfume, and Hiccup's body wash.

Heather's art friends came out, and for a moment the dance floor was theirs. The dancing and drinking blending together for Astrid, but soon she saw the effect on Hiccup. Sluggish swaying, hand on his chest, time for a break. Astrid tapped Heather's hand, pointing to Hiccup, and she nodded.

Astrid wrapped her arm around Hiccup and took him to the back, where the music wasn't so loud. She pushed him through a backdoor and into the alley outside. Without the music, the air felt thin and fragile.

"Hey, you alright?" Astrid asked. "You've drank as much as me, and I'm seasoned."

Hiccup mumbled something and leaned against Astrid's shoulder.

"It's okay," Astrid put a hand on the back of his neck. His skin was hot under her touch. "Breathe, take your time."

Across the alley sat a Chinese takeout, and smells of frying oils and sweet and sour wafted out of the closed kitchen. Astrid leaned against the brick wall of the alley, and Hiccup leaned into her, tightening his embrace. He moved in close to her, face in her neck. His hot, sloppy lips met her neck, and gooseflesh erupted. His hands tightened on her hips and his lips crept along to her ear, to her cheek, and settled on hers, kissing her with all the flavors of colorful drinks he'd ingested.

She felt him against her, a hard poke in her thigh, and somewhere in her brain an alert sounded. Drinking and sex never mixed well, it said. Astrid put a hand on Hiccup's shoulder to stop him, to push him away, but his hands on her thighs halted her. She'd missed his touch, and now she had it. He kissed her, and tried to undo his pants with drunken hands. Astrid reached down to assist. He slid his hands underneath her skirt, pushing it up, and pressed himself against her, passed her underwear. Astrid lifted a leg to his hip and his hands slipped underneath her knee.

Admittedly, she preferred to be sober. Alcohol skewed things. But it was Hiccup, not some random man she'd pulled out of the club. Hiccup. Hiccup could have her, as much as he wanted, she decided. She didn't mind that the brick of the Chinese place rubbed her back wrong, or scrapped her legs. Hiccup's erotic, sensual moans in her ear replaced all of that.

Somewhere inside were two shots, just waiting for them, and a gang of fun-loving art students willing to dance with them in the bright, burning lights and pounding music. Astrid wanted to be back in there, but she refused to squander this moment with him, the first she'd had in a while.

X


	35. Chapter 35

A/N – Are you **READY** for this? I'm not, haha. If you missed the announcement on my tumblr, this story got one this chapter and the next to go – and then it's done. Also, I got into grad school! Whoo! And I might be starting classes this October, a quarter sooner than I expected.

Anyway – onward! Don't forget to leave me a review! It helps!

X

Chapter 35: It's Too Cold Outside for Angels to Fly (Part 1)

Hiccup remembered the dry cake and oven-warmed dinner, the blaring club music, Heather and Astrid dancing hip to hip, and then the rest of the night came in blurs, head-pounds, and dream-like flashes. Right now, none of that mattered. He smothered his head into the pillow to block out the otherworldly morning light. He rolled over and pulled the blanket over his head, and it helped a little, but his brain still threatened to explode and his stomach churned with the effort, burning up through his chest.

He lied there until the extreme surge of unpleasantness passed. Something moved close to him, and a warm hand touched the bare skin of his back. He rolled over, slowly, and tipped his eyes out from under the blanket. Astrid's hair flung out on the pillow like a lion's mane and her makeup from the night before left streaks of black and beige on the pillow. He remembered, so suddenly that he questioned the validity, of her yellow hair against the faded red of bricks. He'd pushed her, maybe. Hiccup rubbed that image from his mind. He wouldn't do that.

Somehow, Hiccup made his way from the bedroom, across the living room, and into the acidic-tinged bathroom. On the floor by the door was his shirt, and his pants, which left him in his boxers. Beside his clothes lay the dress Astrid had worn. Hiccup washed his face and brushed his teeth, and sat on the edge of the tub to let the wave of nausea pass over. He pushed Astrid's dress with his toe.

It had been _short_. He could remember sticking his hands underneath it. Hiccup ran his hands through his dirty hair. He wouldn't have done a thing like that.

But why did he get the feeling that he had?

Hiccup sat on the edge of the tub for a while, waiting for the nausea to subside, and only moved when he heard footsteps. Astrid, haggard and wild, appeared in the door. She's managed to sleep in a t-shirt.

"Morning," Astrid yawned, stepping to the sink. "How do you feel?"

"Like shit," Hiccup groaned.

Astrid saw herself in the mirror and cringed. "Oh, I look like Cruella." She ran cold water and splashed her face.

"What happened?" Hiccup said through his hands. God, why did this have to hurt so much?

"We went out last night," Astrid said, lifting her face away from the water.

"Yeah, I know, but after that," Hiccup covered his eyes. It seemed to help.

"Well, we came back here and finished the cake, then you threw up." Astrid scrubbed the makeup from her eyes, turning the soap black-blue. "Do you remember that?"

"No," Hiccup groaned, humiliated.

"Its fine, I shouldn't have let you drink so much. I'm sorry I didn't stop you." Astrid rinsed and patted her face dry with a towel. "I cleaned you up and put you to bed. You tried to sleep in the bath tub, you know."

"What?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid's smile vanished. "You threw up and then fell in it. I gave you a bath."

Hiccup rubbed his temples. "I think I can vaguely remember that. Is that what smells in here?" He glanced at his soiled clothes on the floor.

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. "I'll wash them today so they won't stain."

Hiccup sat while Astrid brush her teeth. When was the last time he'd seen her in her underwear? It felt like a while. Then, eyes on the colored hem along the curve of her backside, a blurred, blacken-edged dream came to him, one he wished wasn't true.

"Astrid?" Hiccup asked, and waited for her attention to add, "Did we have sex last night?"

She paused, and her eyes faltered. "Yeah. Do you remember? We were in the alley outside the club."

"It's blurry," Hiccup said. He had pushed her. Her hand had pushed against his shoulder, he remembered the unsettling pressure, but he had gone through with it anyway.

"What else do you remember?" Astrid asked softly.

"Nothing substantial," Hiccup stood up and made for the door. He hand landed on the knob and his foot was on the other side when he turned around, blocking the door. Astrid stood at the sink, fiddling with something. Hiccup inhaled, and with his brain partly shut down and his heart still intoxicated, he added "I can't do this."

"What?" Astrid asked, looking at his reflection in the mirror. "Do you want me to make you some coffee?"

"No, Astrid, that's not what I meant." Hiccup tense his grip on the knob. "This…not talking to each other. I can't do this anymore." He saw the wide-eyed girl staring at him, but her expression didn't register. Words flowed too easily to stop. "We don't talk to each other. You don't tell me things. I know you're hiding things, Astrid, and I hate it. People are following me, you're talking about strange men in your sleep like they're coming after you, but you don't talk to _me_ about it, you come home looking like you'd been…attacked and you shrug it off like it's no big deal. It's a fucking big deal, Astrid! I don't feel like you trust me, and if you don't trust me then how am I supposed to trust you? This whole thing…this was a bad idea. I knew, but I refused to listen. My dad was right. This was a mistake."

Without realizing it, Hiccup had moved to the living room to pace. As the words ceased and his chest thumped as much as his head, he turned back to the open bathroom door. Astrid sat on the floor, head in her hands, tears streaking down her freshly washed face, sobs shaking her entire body.

"I'm sorry," she gasped through the sobs.

"Astrid?" Hiccup swallowed.

"I'm sorry, I should have told you." She collapsed, head to the floor.

Hiccup walked back to the bathroom and knelt. He'd never seen her cry like this, so openly. He'd never seen her so…broken. "Astrid, I-I…"

"Please, don't leave me," Astrid sobbed.

"What?" Hiccup blinked. He reached down and grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her up to a sitting position. Her limp body gave little resistance.

Her puffy eyes looked up at him, and then down at the floor. "I'm sorry."

"Astrid, we can work on it," Hiccup said. "That's what people do, right? But you have to talk to me. I want to trust you, I do, I-I want to look forward to seeing you every morning, not dread the awkward silence. Just…talk to me."

"I'm…I was an escort," Astrid choked out. "A whore!"

"What?"

"I'm no good," Astrid gasped, and if it wasn't for Hiccup's hands holding her, she'd be on the floor. Her teary eyes shot up to him. "But I told Alvin I didn't want to do it anymore, and he told me I didn't have to. He never made me…he gave me more hours at the restaurant to make up for the difference. I'm not doing that anymore…I'm not!"

Hiccup swallowed. The world suddenly felt far away.

"Please, Hiccup, please don't leave me," Astrid pleaded. She reached up for his arms and wrapped her fingers around him. "Please, don't hate me…I stopped because of you, I want to be with you."

Hiccup shook his head. She's making this up. He's still dreaming. She's not saying what he thinks he's hearing. "What? Astrid, slow down, what are you talking about?"

Astrid closed her eyes tightly, and several tears squeezed out, running down the wet tracks on her cheeks. She inhaled and said weakly, "How about that coffee first?"

Hiccup shook his head.

"After that, I'll tell you everything. I promise."

Hiccup hesitated, thought of locking her in the bathroom until she told him whatever it was, but instead helped her stand. He dressed while she made coffee, and soon the apartment smelled like a morning should. Astrid retrieved her pajama pants from the bedroom floor and sat two steaming mugs on the coffee table, and sat beside Hiccup. He brushed a clump of hair from her shoulder.

She took a sip of her coffee and then said into it, "When my parents died, Alvin kept me out of foster care. He and my dad had been good friends, and he took me in. He…runs a series of mostly legal businesses, like the Rachel's chain, and some that aren't so legal, like…the escort service at his hotel and casino in St. Louis."

"Is that where you went?" Hiccup asked lowly.

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. "I always knew what he did. But it wasn't a horrible thing. He took unfortunate girls and gave them a job, a roof, and food. He never forced them to do anything…but once you're in it's hard to get out."

"Why?" Hiccup asked. "Why not just say no?"

"The money," Astrid said weakly. "I-I couldn't live on a waitress's salary, and that way…I'd work one weekend a month had be able to afford school and this apartment and food. For one lousy night a month I could live well." Suddenly, Astrid's face turned sour. "Don't tell me that I should have said no and lived in a box in the park instead, because that's where I would have ended up, or in some crack den."

"I wasn't going to," Hiccup said. He held his coffee cup with both hands, the one Astrid had gotten him, and stared down into the steaming liquid. "You slept with other men while you were with me?"

Astrid faced paled, and she gently nodded, and a stray tear rolled down her almost dried cheek. "Just one, and I felt horrible afterward. I've…never been in a relationship like this. All I could think about was you, and how I'd been the horrible person, and I wasn't think about how you would feel about it, and…I couldn't do it again."

Hiccup sipped the coffee, picking through the words that slammed into him, choosing carefully, trying not to drop the cup. "Astrid, what if one of them had a…disease or something? Then you'd get it and pass it one to me."

"I know," Astrid nodded. "I use a condom, every time. And the pill for extra measure. Alvin's not exactly the kind of guy that would let something like that slide. A girl got something about a year ago, and the guy she was with never came back, and turned up missing."

Hiccup blew into the steam. "Did Alvin…do something to him?"

"I don't doubt it. He's got connections, Hiccup." Astrid bit her lip.

She'd slept with someone else. "You cheated," Hiccup blurted out loud.

Astrid coughed into her coffee, almost spilling it. "I know, and there's nothing I can do to take it back. I'm sorry, Hiccup, I am. I love you, and I should have been thinking about you. I was thinking about myself, and money, and I should have been thinking about us. I was in the wrong."

"Yeah," Hiccup stared at the coffee.

"Please, don't leave me," Astrid whispered, cup shaking in her hands.

The cup shook violently, and Hiccup set his own down before reaching for hers, taking it from her unsteady grip. Her sobs returned and he hesitantly embraced her. She reciprocated his embrace, burying her face into his shoulder. How many others had she hugged?

His girlfriend had been an escort. A prostitute. Woman of the night. Hooker. Whore.

"There's something else you should know," Astrid said quietly into his neck.

Hiccup pulled away from her, knowing nothing could be worse than the news she'd previously delivered, but fearing that something could be. "What?"

"It's about my parents," Astrid said. She cleared her throat.

"Yes?" Hiccup asked.

"I've never told anyone this," Astrid whispered. She looked up at him, her brows softened and her lips quivered. "They…operated in the same world as Alvin. I know that they smuggled. What, I don't know. But…they were killed, murdered. I-I wasn't supposed to be home that night. I'd planned on being at a friend's house. But…I went home for some stupid reason, I don't remember, and I was with my mom, complaining, when someone broke inside and my father rushed into the room, and made me hide in this little space in the closet." Her voice broke, her shoulders lurched forward.

"Astrid?" Hiccup asked. His eyes followed Toothless as he slunk out from underneath the couch, but did not jump up onto the windowsill. He sat on the floor, wide-eyed, watching the two humans on the couch.

"I saw them, I saw the whole thing," Astrid cried. "I watched him kill them, and I couldn't do anything. I couldn't move."

"You saw the guy?" Hiccup asked, disbelief burning his words. "Then they caught him, right?"

"No," Astrid shook her head. "He was a professional killer, it was like he didn't exist. I saw his face, I told the police, the sketch artist drew it out for me, but they never found him. The case went cold."

Hiccup rubbed his eyes. This was all too much for his current state.

"But, then, the last time I went to St. Louis, I saw him." Astrid tightened her hands.

"Him? The killer?"

She nodded. "I saw him, and I couldn't move, and he saw me. He recognized me, Hiccup. He followed me back to my room, and…he attacked me. He pushed me into the mirror, and tried to stab me, but Alvin showed up and stopped him. They tried to track him down, but he vanished."

Hiccup's eyes flickered to her back, and although it was covered by the shirt, he could see the image of her wounded and bandaged. "You _were_ attacked?"

"Yes." Astrid nodded. "But Dagur is still out there somewhere-"

"Dagur?"

"The murderer," Astrid added. "He's still out there. You know those men think are following you?"

"Yeah?"

"They _are_ following you. They're following me, too. They work for Alvin. They're not stalkers or killers. They're protection."

"Protection from Dagur?" Hiccup asked. He'd landed in a soap opera somewhere along the way, and he'd like out.

"Yes. He's a monster, Hiccup. A psychopath with no regard of human life. I'm just a loose end to him, a witness."

Hiccup stood up and made a lad around the kitchen as all of this information turned in his head. On a whim, he dashed into the bedroom for his keys, wallet, and phone.

"Where are you going?" Astrid stood up quick, hands outstretched.

"I'm hungry," Hiccup said. "I'm heading to McDonalds before breakfast is over. You want me to bring you anything?"

Astrid shrugged. "Are you coming back?"

"Yes," Hiccup said, looking around. "All my stuff is here."

"I can go with you," Astrid took a step toward him.

"No, I'd like to go alone." Hiccup clutched his phone, looking away from Astrid's defeated stare. "I have a lot to think about."

"You want to take the car?" Astrid said softly.

"No, I'm good," Hiccup slipped on his shoes. "But thank you."

Astrid stood frozen while Hiccup left, letting the door fall closed behind him. He marched to the elevator and closed his eyes as the door down the hall opened, and Sunglasses stepped out. Protection from a murderer. How was he supposed to believe that? What was real and what wasn't?

His stomach growled and his head pounded as he walked the several blocks in the crisp post-winter air. Inside the McDonalds, the warm air smelled like hash browns and coffee. Hiccup took his food to the far corner of the playroom, as far away from the other customers as possible. He devoured half of it before he reached into his pocket for his phone and thumbed through his contacts. His thumbed stopped, and after a slight hesitation, he tapped on _Mom_.

It rang on the other side and Hiccup held the phone to his ear, tapping on the plastic food tray. After the four ring he was ready to hang up and call it a failure, but a warm, uncertain female voice answered.

"Hello?"

"Uh, hi," Hiccup stammered. He hadn't prepared anything to say. "I-I looking for Valka."

"This is she," Valka said calmly. "Who is this?"

"Hiccup," Hiccup said quickly, not thinking. "I mean, Harold. Your son."

Valka gasped and something clattered in the background. "You called? I didn't think you would. Your father said you'd ignore me."

"You talked to Dad?"

"Yes," Valka said after a pause. "He called me. It made me think about the wrongs I've done, and I wanted to meet my son. I-I'm sorry for leaving. It was more complicated than I can explain. But what's done is done, and there is no changing it. I can only ask your forgiveness."

Hiccup sat, phone frozen in his hand, food cooling on his plate. "Its fine, I mean, it's done, right?"

Valka sighed. "Thank you, Harold. Did you say your name was Hiccup?"

Hiccup laughed nervously. "Yeah…it's a nickname."

"It's not a very nice one. Your father used to call you that when you were a baby, because you were so small." Valka sighed again.

"Its fine," Hiccup tapped his foot. "It sort of stuck, you know?"

"I suppose," Valka said.

Hiccup tapped his fork on the side of the tray. He felt better after eating, but his entire body had been wound around too many sharp corners. He didn't feel like flying around another, and settled so a simple question, "Mom, what do you do exactly?"

"I work for Calico, a nonprofit animal research and recuse house." Valka's answer held no hesitation. "I've been all over the world, seen amazing creatures that most people won't even see in pictures."

"So you like your job?"

"I do, very much," Valka said. But enough about me, I want to know about my son."

Hiccup half-laughed. "It's not that exciting."

"To you, maybe, but to me it's a life I made and I want to know all about it," Valka said cheerfully, and it was only then that Hiccup realized the sullen misery she'd spoke in before.

Hiccup recounted things as they came to his mind, and as prompted by Valka, of his past twenty-three years. The breakfast hour turned over to lunch and as the restaurant filled with loud children, Hiccup threw his cold food away and left, walking slowly back to the apartment, phone against his ear. He paused on the sidewalk outside his apartment just when he arrived at his current life situation in his retelling.

"You're going to school? That's fantastic, Son!" Valka said warmly. "Are you living in a dorm? Your father said something about you having a place down there."

"I-I got a place," Hiccup said slowly.

"What about it?" Valka said quickly, not missing the hitch in his words.

"I'm living with someone," Hiccup glanced up at the closed curtains of his and Astrid's bedroom.

The other end was silent for a moment. "I know. Your father told me about her."

"If you knew then why did you ask?"

"I didn't want to be blunt," Valka said softly.

"Its fine," Hiccup shrugged. "I'm used to blunt."

"Your father doesn't like her, I take it."

"No, he doesn't." Hiccup sighed.

"His father didn't like me, either." Valka laughed, and then she sighed. "This is early, I'm sure, I'd like you to come and visit me. Maybe for a weekend? I can pay for your flight. I'd like to see you."

Hiccup opened his mouth, but no sound came out. "My spring break is coming up, this next week. I wouldn't have to worry about missing class or getting back late."

"Oh, that would be wonderful, Harold."

Hiccup slumped against the wall in the elevator, still clutching his silent phone. He dropped it into his pocket. As the doors swished closed, he saw Sunglasses come inside the lobby. This time, Hiccup didn't avert his stare, but held it until the elevator doors blocked his view.


	36. Chapter 36

A/N – Remember when I estimated there was about one chapter left? Turns out, as I went through editing, there's two! Originally, I had this ending in one chapter, but it ended up a lot longer than I thought, or wanted in a single chapter. I don't know how long the next chapter will be, but most likely, it'll be the final chapter. I might toss an epilogue together, for the closure of it all, but that's all up in the air.

Also, I'm been working with this story to make it publishable. I really like it and so far it's going pretty good. So let's just say that this story was published sometime in the future – would you pay money for it in a bookstore or online? Publishing is proving to be hard to break into, and I feel like I'm beating on sound-proof glass.

X

**Chapter 36: It's Too Cold Outside for Angels to Fly (Part 2)**

"What?" Astrid's eyes went big as the words fell out of his mouth. She nearly dropped her half-eaten sandwich, but caught it at the last second.

"I'm spending spring break with my mother," Hiccup repeated, more delicate this time, instead of just throwing them into the air as soon as he crossed the threshold like he had. Astrid started to shake her head, pleading with her bright eyes, but he held up his hands to stop her. "I'm not leaving you, Astrid." Not right now. "I just…I just need to think about all of…this. And I'd like to see my mom."

Astrid pulled her words back into her throat, but they never left her eyes. He reached for her, but pulled away before contact.

"Hiccup, what if this is some kind of trick? What if it's not her?"

Hiccup shook his head. "What kind of a trick would it be? I talked to her on the phone, Astrid, this isn't some…convoluted story that some psycho dreamed up. This is my mother, a normal human being, who wants to talk to the son she doesn't know." Hiccup threw his hands out when he spoke, kicking off his shoes, and storming into the bedroom. He didn't know why his anger had shot at her like that, and he didn't look back to see the effect he'd left on her face.

He stood in the bedroom, looking at the clean clothes folded in the basket beside the dresser. His clothes from the night before were on top. Had Astrid had time to wash them already? How long had he been he gone? He glanced at his phone. Not that long. She would've gone straight to the laundry room after he left.

"Do you want to borrow my suitcase?" Astrid asked from the doorway, but her voice sounded as if it were down on the street, floating in through the open window. "It's in the closet, if you do."

Hiccup turned to see Astrid's retreating form, and the doorway stood empty. From the sounds, she made coffee. He stepped to the closet and pulled out the same suitcase that he'd borrowed from her when he moved in. That felt like such a long time ago, but in reality it had only been a few months. He sat down on the floor beside the open suitcase and ran his hands through his hair. How had he gotten himself in to such a mess?

X

The plane touched down in Atlanta and Hiccup gripped the suitcase tightly as he wheeled it through the arrival gate. He'd managed just one carry-one. It was much easier than the debacle at Christmas, when they'd spent forty-five minutes waiting on their luggage. He stood awkwardly in the busy airport, with tired looking people from the plane flowing in on either side of him.

"Harold?" A familiar voice startled him, and he drew his shoulders in as he turned to see the speaker. The voice fit the person, a slender woman with a feminine face as strange as familiar. It had been her high cheekbones that he had inherited, and her tall, boney structure. Her blue-green eyes watered at the sight of him, and her delicate fingers came together over her stomach, twitching gracefully. "It _is_ you."

"Yeah," Hiccup shrugged. He hesitated, and a word he'd never been able to use before slipped from his mouth, "Mom?"

She nodded, her bottom lip dropped a little, and she whisked back whatever she'd been about to say. "My car is just outside, come, we have so much to catch up on."

The Atlanta weather clung to his skin, not that different from the Missouri heat. The clear sky held no interference for the bright spring sun, and the smoldering heat inside of her car took his breath away, setting an immediate sweat on his chest. With a quick flick of her wrist, Valka turned the air up as high as it would go, blasting them with artic air, deleting the space for a conversation.

Valka lived in a quaint apartment uptown, in a circle drive of identical high rises. She led the way with few words, and right into her mid-tower living quarters. At first, the overwhelming green color surprised him, but upon a second look, her living room house several dozen small potted plants, all bathing in the bright light from the wall made entirely of windows. Between them were cat-tower made of beige carpet, decorated with colorful, feathered bells and tassels.

"It…smells earthy," Hiccup said as a mere observation, for the dirt and leaves did permeate the air. He desperately searched for a better complement. "I-I mean, it's a nice change from the smog and asphalt outside."

"I know, I love the first moment of walking inside and it's like I'm somewhere else entirely," Valka sighed, taking a deep breath as she closed the room. "I've set up something of a guest room for you, it's not much, though."

"I'm sure I'll be fine," Hiccup shrugged. "I'm sure that compared to a half-deflated air mattress it'll be perfect."

"What?" Valka blinked.

"I-I slept on an air mattress when I first moved from Berk," Hiccup explained quickly, not wanting to relieve that day, or those weeks.

"Ah, did you father not help you? Surely he would have seen the benefit of a good night's sleep," Valka said as she led him down a hallway, and opened a wide pocket door.

Hiccup laughed nervously. "He, uh, wasn't really that enthused about it. He wanted me to stay and take over the business, or something."

"Ah, I see." Valka nodded, not looking at him. She turned on the light and flooded the quant room in bright white. "This is it."

There were no plants in this room, but a daybed that looked recently cleaned and smoothed, and several stacks of cardboard boxes. Hiccup stepped inside, but sudden movement made him jump. From the pattern of the blanket, he hadn't seen the orange tabby at first, but the cat stretched out its fluffy body and watched him with curious, almost angry orange eyes.

"Oh, I was wondering where you went off to," Valka said as she stroked the cat's head. "I was going to take you with me." The cat stood on his hind legs to press his entire face into her hand. "This is Cloudjumper."

"Cloudjumper?" Hiccup asked. Of course, he had a cat named Toothless.

"He had a habit of sleeping in the hanging plants," Valka smiled. She cleared her throat, "Your father said you brought a cat home with you."

"Oh, yeah," Hiccup nodded. "I found him one night, under a car in the parking lot. He was hurt, and it was snowing, and I-I brought him with me. He's missing a few teeth, so I named him Toothless." He laughed, "I think Astrid is still made at me."

Valka smiled, but then it faltered just slightly. "Astrid? Is she the one you live with?"

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded.

Valka nodded, and looked down at the floor, then at Cloudjumper. "So why didn't you bring Toothless with you? He would have been welcome."

"He doesn't like planes," Hiccup shrugged. "He hates the carrier. So I left him back with Astrid. It's a crapshoot to see who will kill the other one."

Valka smiled. "You farther never liked pets either. I brought a dog home once, before you were born, that I'd found on the side of the road outside of Berk. A dump, I suspect, and he made me take it to the shelter. They're so overcrowded these days, I'm sure that poor little thing didn't make it."

Hiccup swallowed. "I've never heard that story."

"I'm sure you father doesn't like to talk about it," Valka shrugged. "I didn't speak to him for a week after." Valka cleared her throat. "Are you hungry? Thirsty?"

"Yeah, I could use a drink." Hiccup followed his mother back into the adjoining kitchen, where she opened a cabinet filled to the top with white-labeled tins, hand-written names on each, and each just as illegible as the next. "What is all that?"

"Tea," Valka said, reaching for one near the top. She had no difficulty reaching the top shelf. Hiccup thought of Astrid, who would climb into the countertop and stand on her knees. Valka set the tin down and reached for two cups. "I make them in my spare time. All these plants aren't just for show." She smiled.

The tea smelled amazing, and tasted even better. Valka sat at the table with him in her well-lit kitchen and they talked, about Berk, and themselves, and about each other. The afternoon faded into evening with such speed that Hiccup blinked at the time. Valka ordered in dinner and soon Hiccup snuggled into the guest bed with the sounds of busy Atlanta just a few blocks away.

Hiccup sat up, and reached for his phone, still off from the flight. The bright screen lit up the room in its white-blue glow.

_10 new messages_.

His heart thumped in his chest, and he quickly opened them. He sighed, they were all from Astrid.

_I'm sorry, I didn't meant to drop a bomb on you like that. _

_ I think I'll use this time to deep clean the apartment. I haven't for a while. _

_ Text me when you get there, be safe. _

_ Did you make it? The computer says your flight made it on time. I'm assuming no news is good news. _

_ Have you met your mother? How is she? Is she nice? _

_ Please, text me back, Hiccup. I know you're mad, just let me know you're okay._

_ I found a dust bunny under the bed the fist of my fist, half of it was cat hair. _

_ I'm pretty sure Toothless is trying to kill me. Are you that mad at me? You set your cat after me? _

_ I'm going to bed, goodnight. _

_ I love you._

Hiccup's thumb lingered over the message icon, but she'd sent her goodnight nearly an hour ago. She'd mostly likely asleep. He turned the screen off and slid it under his pillow.

X

Hiccup spent the next three days with his mother, hearing about her and her life, and telling her about his. She didn't push down his ideas like his father did. She asked questions with curious eyes, not glared with suspicion and disappointment. She took him out to one of her favorite getaways in the city, a little vegetation café nestled beside a small botanical garden. A sparkling waterfall cascaded down the glass wall separating them from the gardens.

"Mom, can I asked you something?" Hiccup asked over his fruit-infused concoction that his mother suggested. "A-and you're free not to answer if you don't want to."

She blinked at him, "Of course."

"Why did you and Dad get divorced?" Hiccup clenched his fist under the table.

Valka looked down at her drink.

"Why didn't you come back?" Hiccup asked, softer this time.

"I told you about the job offer," Valka said, eyes on the table. "I just couldn't pass it up. And…I wasn't happy. I tried to tell Stoick, explain it to him, but he never had the time to listen to me. My problems were never as important to him as his business, his reputation, or Berk. That's why I left. I-I thought about returning, to see you, but I…couldn't. I knew everyone on Berk loved your father, much more than me, and I knew what people would say about me, what they would assume. All of the friends I had were friends because of Stoick. You were the only person I had, and I just…I couldn't push myself to face the mess I'd left. I thought that you would be better off without me, anyway."

Hiccup gripped his knee.

"I-I'm sorry, Harold," Valka said, looking up at him through watery eyes. "I didn't know you'd turn out to be like me."

Hiccup put both hands around his drink. The condensation cooled his hands.

"Since we're confessing," Valka said quietly, looking around the spaciously set tables. "Your father was the one you told me to call you."

"What?" Hiccup asked. "You didn't call me on your own?"

"No," Valka bit her lip. "It had been twenty-three years and I thought I should leave well enough alone, but then, out of the blue, your father calls. He told me that he was worried about you, and I knew it had to be something serious for him to call _me_."

His father had his mother's number this entire time? Hiccup blinked, and shook the swirling information in his head. "Why?"

"He said that you were with this girl, Astrid, I assume, and he didn't want you to make the same mistake as he did." Valka's voice went quiet. "He said she was wrong for you, and he couldn't talk sense into you, and maybe I could."

Hiccup thought about standing up and walking out, but where would he go? He stood in a minefield, his parents, his home, his school, his apartment; everywhere a disaster waiting to melt into burning hot lava. He settled for resting his head in his hands, elbows on the table.

"Herald, Son," Valka said. Her soft voice eased through the confused stress that stretched through his lobes. "Tell me about her."

"What did Dad tell you? Should I just add to it or start from scratch?" Hiccup blurted out, more aggressive than he should have.

Valka shook her head and looked down at the table. "He told me she was a stripper. That Finn said she was trouble."

Hiccup sighed loudly. "She's…" He hesitated, the words on his tongue turning sour. "She told me that she was an escort, from some fancy hotel in St. Louis. I-I didn't know that when I met her, I only found out a few days ago. Then, to top that off, she told me that her parents' murder is trying to track her down to finish the job."

Valka blinked, and said nothing for several moments. "Do you believe her?"

Hiccup sighed. "I don't know. I don't want to. I want to think that everything she told me was a just a lie, some prank, but…I don't think it was."

The table slid into a loaded, uncomfortable silence. Valka sipped her drink and Hiccup swirled the condensation with his finger. A drop of it ran down the glass and darkened the napkin underneath.

"What will you do?" Valka asked. "If you need a place to stay, my home is yours, too."

"No, no, I'll be fine," Hiccup said. "I can't just leave. I-I have classes, and I've made other friends."

"So what will you do?" Valka asked simply.

"I don't know," Hiccup rubbed his face. "I just…I want everything to go back to how it was when we first met. It was all fun and happy and now it's all paranoia and awkward silences. I know I shouldn't have moved in with her so soon, I knew nothing about her. But I did, and it's done."

Valka sighed slowly, taking a drink from her cup. "Son, are you unhappy with her?"

Hiccup shrugged. "Right now? I don't know. I wasn't. Before all this…madness happened, I was happy."

"Do you love her?" Valka's question was so simple, that it left him blinking at her as if something else had been implied, but his brain drew a blank. "Do you?"

He inhaled, "I think so."

"There is no 'think so,' Herald. Either you do or you don't."

"I don't know, I mean, I don't exactly know what that means still. She makes me happy, I like having her around and talking to her, but…lately it's just…she's paranoid and jumpy and barely talks to me."

"Have you tried to talk to her?" Valka asked. "If something is bothering her?"

Hiccup opened his mouth, but the words tumbled in his throat. "Kind of?"

Valka sighed. "Son, I don't know your relationship well enough to tell you what to do, neither does your father, or anyone else. Only you can make the call. If you love her, be there. Your father was never there for me, and left me on my own. He never took the time to listen and understand. If you love this girl, you need to be there for her to help her when she falls, and pick her back up."

"Even if she was a prostitute?" Hiccup said flatly. "She slept with another men, for money, while she was with me."

Valka bit her lip. "Was? She isn't anymore?"

Hiccup shrugged. "She said she stopped because of me."

"She stopped, for you. You made the difference, it seemed. Herald, I've known girls who chose that path for themselves. It's a hole that's easy to fall into and so very hard to climb out of." Valka sighed. "I will tell you this, don't judge a woman, or anyone, on their past choices. Everyone makes bad ones."

Hiccup felt the condensation drip down his fingers. "Okay, then what do you think I should do now?"

Valka smiled gently. "What do you think you should do?"

X

Astrid gratefully unlocked the apartment door, shrugged off her wet jacket, kicked off her heels, and collapsed onto the couch. God, she was exhausted. She'd worked every day this week. How did normal people _do_ this? How did Eret manage to work every day and still be chirper and social? She massaged her stockinged feet as Toothless crawled out from underneath the couch.

_Meow_?

"What?" Astrid asked as lightning brightened up the closed curtain. "Yeah, Hiccup's not home to give you the good food. You'll have to survive on the dry."

_Meow_!

"He's coming back," Astrid told the cat.

_Meow_.

Astrid harrumphed. He had to come back for his textbooks, and clothes. He _had_ to come back. He'd said he'd come back. He could have said it a million times, but Astrid had still collapsed when the door shut behind him and his suitcase. What if he didn't come back? What if he decided that she wasn't worth the things he'd left?

Tears pooled and a few ran down her powdered cheeks, running in the stale, rain-stained make-up, not for the first time that day, let alone that week. She buried her head in her hands and Toothless' tail whipped.

_Meow_. Toothless stood on the couch beside her, looking at her with wide yellow eyes.

"Oh, what? You want to rub it in some more?" Astrid asked. Toothless only looked at her, ears perked and tail flinching. She sighed. "I guess he's got to come back for _you_."

_Meow_.

"He probably likes you more than me right now," Astrid said to Toothless. She slumped back into the couch. "I don't blame him. I'd hate me, too."

_Meow_?

"You know why," Astrid groaned. "I might as well have told him I hated him."

_Meow_.

"That's exactly what he thought," Astrid corrected the cat. "I slept with another man, although it wasn't for love or affection, and that's cheating. If he … did the same thing, I'd be irate. I probably would have thrown things. He didn't…like he…expected it. Like he knew."

_Meow_!

"Has he been thinking of leaving?" Astrid asked Toothless, as if he could tell her everything.

Astrid reached into her bag for her phone, it needed a charge. She stalked to the bedroom and reached for the charge on her bedside table, when she absent-mindedly lit up the screen.

1 new message.

Astrid's chest tightened as she unlocked the screen. At the sight of Hiccup's name her heart jumped.

_I'm on my way back_

Astrid blinked several times. The message had been received at seven that morning. How long had it taken him to fly back? He wasn't due back until Sunday morning, and it was only Thursday. She set the phone down on the table, and retreated to the shower to take her mind away from it. He'd be home when he got home. Don't be clingy.

She scrubbed her scalp, running her nails along her head, slowly, as to stay in the shower until she heard the door. She lingered until she couldn't stand the water, and dried and retreated back to the couch. Toothless snoozed and she waited, until the clock read midnight. She nodded off several times, and eventually drug herself to the bedroom and into the blankets. The storm raged outside and the bed felt much too big, and left her feeling small.

_Knock_, _knock_. _Knock_, _knock_, _knock_.

Astrid stirred just as Toothless leapt onto the bed.

_Meow_!

Someone knocked on the door. Lazily, Astrid drug her feet out of the blanket and across the bedroom floor, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Hiccup must have forgotten his key, or his hands are full. He left his keys at his mother's. It didn't matter now, he was home, and they would work all of his out. Toothless jumped from the edge of the bed, and squeezed into the small space underneath it.

Astrid unlocked the door and swung it open, preparing to throw herself into Hiccup's arms, despite what he may think. But it was not Hiccup's narrow torso that caught her, or his gentle hands that clutched her shoulders. She made to scream, but a large hand covered her mouth, muffling it just as thunder crashed into the sky.

"Did you miss me?" Dagur asked, his grin wide and his hair wet from the rain.
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**Chapter 37: It's Too Cold Outside for Angels to Fly (Part 3)**

The rain blurred the road as Hiccup drove, pounding on the windshield as water-bullets, exploding into flat blurs, fading instantly into the mass of water as it streamed across the glass. The wipers helped, but only a little, as more rain replaced the wiped-away drops faster than the wipers could go. Lightning flashed across the sky and lit up the dark, spring-storm clouds, angry and violent against the ink sky. His heart hammered hard in his chest; white knuckles gripped the wheel.

What the hell was he doing? He had thought about turning around every ten minutes for the past several hours. Yet he still drove north, easing westward, and now he was nearly back home. There would be no point in turning around now, not after he drove all afternoon, through the lightning and rain and traffic. Hiccup hunched to avoid the glare of headlights in his mirrors as the familiar cityscape flashed through the lightning.

Hiccup pulled off the interstate and onto the city streets. Rain gathered in gutters and swished in low places on the streets, flooded off rooftops and waterfalled from every gutter. Hiccup carefully navigated back to the apartment, taking an alternative route to avoid a downed power line and an angry looking power company crew. He pulled into the parking lot, leaving temporary ruts in the water behind. He parked beside Astrid's little blue car, pulled the keys out and threw them into his pocket, but hesitated.

This was all insane. He looked up at the blurry view of the dark apartment as a flash of light came across the living room window. Inhaling deeply, he pushed the car door open and ducked outside. The rain pelted his face and soaked through his shoes as he ran to the sidewalk. Before he reached the entrance, his shoulders were soaked, as was much of the rest of him. Once inside, he shook, shedding a layer of water on the floor.

"Damn," Hiccup spat as he looked back into the storm. He'd left his suitcase in the car. He'd get it in the morning, or whenever this storm passed.

Thunder rattled the entire building and rain beat against the outside, deafened only by the harsh crackling. His shoes squeaked as he walked to the elevator, dripping on the way up, leaving a puddle behind. Surely, all this water didn't do well for the machinery. Hiccup fetched his keys from his pocket as the doors slid open with a whine. He stepped out, knowing that by now Astrid would be probably be asleep. Has she gotten his text? Would she be waiting up? When he opened the door, would she be waiting on the other side? Hiccup push his key into the lock just as a hard beat of thunder rattled the floor. He turned the knob, but the door hadn't been locked.

Hiccup withdrew his key as a quick series of strange sounds interrupted him. A bang, a feminine squeal, and a hard thud. His heart leapt into his throat and he threw the door open, rushing over the threshold. Instantly, his heart hammered and stopped. The living room looked as though the storm had come inside, the television lay on its side, the barstools were scattered, and a cup had been smashed on the kitchen floor.

Hiccup stepped inside, hand over his chest, as thunder shook and lightning lit up the window. A thud came from the bedroom, and all at once his chest burst. The room was dark, and as he pushed the door in, his breath left him. Astrid lie on the floor beside the bed with a broad shouldered stranger on top of her, but the darkly lit scene dissolved quickly from his first impression. They were not having sex, but the man's hands clutched Astrid's pale throat. She clawed at them, gasping, kicking, wriggling underneath him, her strength lessening with every passing second.

"W-what?" Hiccup gasped, his voice small and high, half lost. "What?"

The strange man turned around. His frightening, scruffy grin vanished into molten anger. "Who the hell are you?"

"Hiccup?" Astrid's thin voice barely sounded above the rain. Her blue eyes focused on him, cloudy and weary.

"_Hiccup_?" the man asked, a smirk flickering across his face. He jumped up from Astrid and slammed his thick body into Hiccup's, pushing them both through the bedroom door. They collapsed on the ground in the living room as Astrid purged into a coughing fit.

Hiccup tried to scoot away, but the man held his arm, pulling him, and threw him against the lower cabinets. Hiccup's leg connected to the handle, and his prosthetic forceful separated from the stump. The man stood and muscular, large hands lunged for Hiccup, who fumbled to his one foot, while the fake leg rolled in his pant leg.

"What's wrong, _Hiccup_?" The man taunted. "Can't take a hit?"

Hiccup leaned on the counter and watched his fake leg jut out awkwardly in his rain-speckled jeans. The man lunged, his hands reached for Hiccup's throat, when a flash of yellow tore between them.

"NO!" Astrid flung herself at the man, fastening her arms around his neck, digging her nails into his face.

"Bitch, get off!" The man fell back a step and howled as red lines appeared along his skin. He reached around and took fistfuls of hair and clothing, and threw Astrid over his shoulders and onto the floor. She landed with a terrifying thud.

His thick hands once again fastened around Astrid's throat, and pushed her down into the floor. Hiccup crawled further along the counter, fumbling nervously with his leg, and when he failed to reconnect it he yanked the prosthetic off.

"Why is getting rid of you _so_ hard?" The man whined as he looked down at Astrid with wide eyes, as the color quickly drained from her face.

Hiccup used bravery he didn't know he had, fueled by fear for himself and Astrid, and hobbled within range of the man's head. Using a strange, inhuman balance, Hiccup swung his prosthetic through the air. It connected to the man's head, thudding into the back of it, with a sickening crack. The impact vibrated through the prosthetic and after a moment the man slumped forward. His grip loosened and Astrid, with Hiccup's help, pushed him off of her. He rolled onto the floor, where he stayed.

Astrid coughed, sitting up with a hand to her throat, where a bruise already began.

"Astrid?" Hiccup gasped, collapsing to his knees.

"Are you okay?" Astrid asked, breathlessly.

Hiccup nodded, and the world spun. "What…what happened?"

Astrid shook her head. She glanced at the man lying on the floor. "I heard knocking a-and I thought it was you. I didn't ask who it was…I just opened the door and he got me."

"What do we do? Is he dead?" Hiccup let his eyes fall on the unmoving back of the man. "We should call the police, or something."

"No," Astrid said quickly. "My phone…I need to call Alvin."

Hiccup didn't argue as Astrid pushed to her feet, walking unevenly to her phone on the bedside table. Fresh bruises darkened along both her arms and her entire body shook as she put the phone to her ear. His stomach unsettled and he bent forward, sure he'd met his lunch again. Hands touched his shoulders as the darkness edged in.

For what happened next, Hiccup would remember in blurs. Someone half-carried him into the bedroom. Sunglasses and another man appeared in their living room, stood over the body of the man, and whispered in low tones. More people appeared and the bedroom door shut.

"Hiccup, I'm so sorry," Astrid pleaded beside him.

Words failed him. He reached out and clasped his shaking hand around hers. He could still see her, lying prone on the floor, with her life being squeezed out of her.

"Hiccup, lie down," Astrid said softly beside him, with a warm hand against his chest.

She gently pushed him down to the bed and pulled the blankets around him. A delicate, nervous finger traced his forehead. The pillow curved around his head and the blankets snuggled in around him. Her shape blurred, but the bruise forming on the soft skin of her throat remained, and marred the skipping, daunting, nonsensical darkness that followed.

X

Astrid stayed until Hiccup's eyes closed, either from sleep or unconsciousness. Sweat had appeared along his hairline and his hands felt clammy. All of this had been caused by her. She cautiously slipped from the bed and tiptoed to the closed bedroom door. The lights on the other side had been turned off and hushed, calm voices slipped through the crack, too mumbled to understand. Astrid bent down on her hands on knees and pressed her ear to the space underneath the door.

"…take him by. Sims is on the way. He'll be glad to know that carpet won't need replacing this time."

"Right. How do you want to get him out of here?"

"Normally I'd say one piece at a time, but we don't have time for that. I'll have to be a one-trip removal."

"Right, trunk or front seat?"

"Funny. I'll scout ahead and make sure that no one's out this late, and even if they are, you and him are two friends who drank too much. He didn't handle it well."

"Yeah, looks like a bit of a lightweight." He chuckled. "Alright, help me get him up."

Astrid pushed herself away from the door, glad to let the voices fall back into hushed, indistinguishable mumbles. She wrapped her arms around her torso and tiptoed back to the bed. Hiccup breathed evenly, calmly, as if anything else had just happened. She sat down on her side of the bed and slipped her legs under the blanket.

Dagur was dead. Because of Hiccup. If he hadn't been there when he had…she would be the one lying on the floor. But…Hiccup had killed Dagur. Astrid placed a hand to her throat, where she still felt the hot imprint of fingers. Did that make Hiccup a murderer? He acted out of survival. What did that mean? Astrid crossed her arms over her eyes. She didn't want to think about any of this.

X

Hiccup woke up with a terrible headache. Astrid slept soundly beside him, fist curled in the blanket. He sat up, and immediately felt the difference underneath the blanket. He lifted it to see, and as he thought, his leg was missing. At first, he scanned the bedroom floor. Not there. He checked the foot of the bed, not there either. Toothless poked his head out from his tight sleeping ball, and stretched out his lean, black body.

"Good morning, Bud," Hiccup said as he scratched the cat's head. "Do you know where my leg is?"

He'd meant it as a joke, however Toothless turned his attention to the bedroom door. It took only a short second before Hiccup realized why his leg was not where it should have been. The previous evening flooded back so quickly that his headache intensified and his stomach upturned, nearly sending his last meal back to him. Hiccup put a hand to his face and let the uneasiness pass.

He'd used his own leg as a lethal weapon. But, had he actually killed him? He'd only been knocked out, surely.

Astrid stirred, rolling onto her other side with a sleep-moan. Hiccup caught the dark flesh under her chin, and his heart froze. His leg must be where he left it, or where he dropped it. He couldn't remember. It happened so fast he just…blanked out. The imaged of that man with his hands on Astrid's neck stuck in his brain, stinging his eyes, refusing to diminish. After that, however, everything…blurred. It didn't seem like reality, but some half-dreamt nightmare where his limbs descended on the ends of puppet strings, loosely based on his own thoughts, primal instincts, as if part of someone else's will.

Hiccup scooted to the edge of the bed and set his one foot on the floor and let the stump of the other dangle over the edge. He could remember the first morning he'd been able to sit up after the incident, the first time he'd seen the raw, ugly stump of his left leg. It had been a shift, a change he had to get used to. At first, he _knew_ it would be impossible. He'd never walk again, be marred for life, unable to do the simplest of tasks, and be a liability to his father, an extra chore.

"Hiccup?" Astrid's tried, hoarse voice asked in a soft whisper. She moved, crawling across the bed to him, and gently touched his back.

"Hey," Hiccup answered, just as softly, still staring down at his leg. The scar tissue had healed up, but it still looked as gnarled and disfigured as it had that first morning.

Astrid's arms draped around his shoulders. Her chin met his shoulder and she hugged him, and didn't let go. "I'm sorry."

Hiccup reached up to where her fist tightened in his shirt, and covered her hand with his. "Astrid, did I kill him?"

"I-I don't know," Astrid said.

"Are you lying?" Hiccup asked. She was, her wavering tone gave her away.

"I don't know," Astrid said. "I really don't. Either way, he's dead now."

Hiccup felt her fist tremble as she buried her face in his shoulder.

"I'm so sorry," Astrid pleaded. "I should have told you sooner. You were always different. I knew I'd mess it up, because that's just how I am, isn't it? I knew it would come apart because I'd step in it."

Wetness soaked into his shoulder.

"Astrid," Hiccup began, but didn't know how to finished. "I don't think there would have been a good time to tell me you were a prostitute. I mean…that's never good news."

"I know," she said weakly, barely audible.

"I know that I-I should be furious." Hiccup swallowed and closed his eyes, determined to finish this. "I am mad and upset and…something else I don't know. But when I was with Mom, all I could think about was you. I missed you, even though I was mad at you. I missed talking to you, but I didn't want to talk to you. I didn't want to be anywhere near you, but I hated being away from you." A balloon expanded rapidly in his chest with each word, until he couldn't speak any more of them.

"You came back early," Astrid said quietly.

"Yeah," Hiccup said with a nod. "Mom and I went to dinner and I told her everything. We talked and I just…she asked me what I thought I should do. I _should_ have left you. I should have walked away." He felt her arms shake, and squeezed her hand. "I should have, but I couldn't. I didn't want to push you away. I didn't want to leave and never come back. Mom told me to come back in her car and she'd take my flight and come get it. She said that if I loved you I should fight to keep you, not let you go."

"Hiccup," Astrid started, but Hiccup cut her off.

"I'm still upset about what you did," he said shortly. "I'm not sure if I'll be able to trust you. But I'm willing to work on it."

"Hiccup." Astrid's voice cracked, tear-choked and wobbly, and her arms hugged him tighter still.

"Just promise me you won't…do those things anymore. Quite that job." Hiccup looked at her, as best he could at the angle.

"I promise," Astrid choked back tears. "Alvin got me a promotion here in town. I've worked all week."

Hiccup twisted in her embrace to face her, and began to say something when a knock on the door interrupted. He raised his arm to stop the intruder when the door opened, and Sunglasses walked through.

"There's a car on the curb waiting for you," Sunglasses said.

"Right now?" Astrid asked, putting two hands to her face.

"Yeah," Sunglasses nodded.

"Where are you going?" Hiccup asked quickly, looking from Sunglasses to Astrid.

"Alvin wants to speak with you, both of you," Sunglasses said before Astrid could answer.

Hiccup tried to stand, but the lack of a foot made that quite difficult. In an instant, Astrid slid off the bed and grasped onto his arm, pulling him back onto the bed.

"I'll get it," she said as she padded into the living room. She reappeared in a moment with his prosthetic in her hands. She knelt in front of him and set it down, and with a gentle hand she guided his leg into it. He helped her secure it, and she helped him to his feet.

"Thank you," he said.

She bit her lip.

Sunglasses rapped on the door, "Come on, no time for formalities."

X

Hiccup followed Astrid out of their apartment building, to a waiting car with tinted windows. Sunglasses opened and closed the back door and watched the car drive away. They weaved through town, doubled back more than once, and eased onto the speeding northbound interstate. They sat in silence as the sun warmed up the other side of the thick, spring clouds. Hiccup caught Astrid's stare, but neither said nothing.

St. Louis loomed through the glossy, gray afternoon. The arch flashed past, a great frown against the sad sky. They stopped outside of a small, brick-front clinic. No sooner had the car stopped then a man came out to meet them, opening the door and ushering them both inside, into a little waiting room that smelled like antiseptic and body odor. They did not linger there. A nurse whisked Astrid one way, and the man guided Hiccup another, into a cluttered office where a middle-aged, large shouldered man sat behind fine wooden desk.

Hiccup hesitated, and the man pushed him inside and shut the door. The man did not look either happy or mad, but some mixture of both, with a permanent downward tilt to his lips. He did not look like a doctor, or anyone Hiccup would trust with his health or life.

"Hiccup Haddock?" He said clearly in perfect articulation.

"Yes?"

"Have a seat," he gestured down the two cushy blue chairs.

Hiccup sat down.

"I've heard a lot about you," he said calmly. "I am glad that we finally get to meet each other."

"I'm sorry," Hiccup said. "But who are you?"

The man smiled, and Hiccup wished he hadn't. "Right, of course, Astrid probably didn't tell you about me. My name is Alvin Trotter."

Alvin. _That_ Alvin. Astrid's pimp, or whatever he was. Hiccup laced his fingers together, hiding the urge to shout at him, to hit him, both of which would not go well. Alvin reached his large hand out to Hiccup, but he didn't take it. Alvin continued to hold it out, when the door opened. Astrid came inside and slumped into the chair beside Hiccup.

"Well?" Alvin asked, letting his hand fall back to the desk.

"I'm fine," Astrid said. "Just bruised."

"That's good." Alvin nodded. "And I suppose we both have you to thank?"

All eyes turned to Hiccup. "I guess so."

"You guess?" Alvin asked. "If you hadn't done what you did, little Astrid here would be the dead one, and Dagur would still be out there. Hell, you might be dead, too. But both of you are here, alive, and Dagur is the one getting to know the Mississippi. That is nothing to guess about."

"He's right," Astrid said. "Thank you."

"I killed him?" Hiccup blurted out.

Alvin nodded. His dark eyes bore through his skin, searing their way inside. Alvin leaned forward, pushing Hiccup back into the chair with his stare. He spoke lowly, a clear rumble. "But, this is the serious part, boy. You take last night to your grave, or I will dig it early. Understand?"

"Yes," Hiccup said, his voice small.

"Good. Now, tell me what you did last night," Alvin asked conversationally.

"What?" Hiccup blinked, and then looked at Astrid.

"We had a fight," Astrid said, looking at Hiccup. "You went to visit your Mom, but came home early. I was sleeping when you came home."

_Oh_. That's what he meant. Hiccup nodded. "Yeah, I-I remember that."

"What about the noise the neighbors heard?" Alvin asked casually.

"I fell," Hiccup said. "Knocked the TV over."

Alvin nodded.

"We'd fought when you got home, I-I hit you, and you pushed me," Astrid added. "But we made up."

"Yeah," Hiccup nodded, looking at her. "We made up."

"Good," Alvin folded his fingers together. "I'd invite you both to lunch, but you look a little rough to be seen in public."

Hiccup and Astrid looked at each other. If Hiccup looked anything like Astrid, he didn't want to go out. If Astrid felt anything like he did, she would want to go home, crawl under the blanket, and stay there until Monday morning.

"The car is should be outside, someone will show you out." Alvin rapped twice on the desk and the door opened.

Astrid stood and Hiccup followed. They climbed back into the backseat of the car with tinted windows, and in a few dizzy moments, St. Louis shrank behind them. Astrid slipped her hand into his, and squeezed.

"You alright?" She whispered.

Hiccup nodded, "Not really, but give a few years."

She smiled, just like she used to. She scooted closer, to sit beside him, and nestled her head onto his shoulder. He slipped his arm around her, and rested his cheek against her hair.

"Are we okay?" Astrid asked.

The loaded silenced pushed in on his ears. She looked to him for the answer, but he wasn't sure if he had it, or even if he could find it. He tried. "I don't know. We can only try, I guess. Just no more secrets, okay? I love you, and I don't want there to be anything you don't feel like you can tell me, and likewise."

"I love you, too. And I agree." Astrid nodded against him. Her voice dropped. "Although, I doubt that you've got any nasty secrets like I did."

He inhaled, but hesitated.

"Hiccup?"

"You remember that night when you came back from St. Louis and I had a bunch of people over?" Hiccup said cautiously.

"Yes?"

"I…uh, I kissed Cara that night. Just to see." Hiccup swallowed, waiting for her reaction, but it didn't come. "I walked her out to her car, and…"

"Did you have sex?" Astrid said bluntly.

"No," Hiccup shook his head. "It was just a kiss, but…it was nothing. It wasn't like kissing you."

She leaned away from him, eyes wide. "You're guilty about _kissing_ another girl?"

Hiccup shrugged. "I know, I just…let's start over, okay? No more secrets or lies or half-truths."

Astrid nodded without hesitation. "Okay, but how?"

Hiccup looked out of the window for inspiration. How did two people start over? He tapped his foot and looked back at her. "Tell you what, I'll meet you tomorrow at the library, around one. We'll get some coffee."

Astrid smiled, small, bright tears lined her eyes. "That sounds fantastic. It's a date."


End file.
